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Excerpt from The Holiday Cottage by Sarah Morgan




Lily

Running away from her life wasn’t something she was proud of, but with a

view this good it was hard to regret the decision.

Lily tightened her grip on the handlebars and pedaled harder. Here on the
northern tip of Cape Cod while the rest of humankind were still sleepy and
had barely reached for the coffeepot, the place was hers alone.

All around her were sand dunes and the ocean stretching as far as she
could see. She cycled the same route every day, and every day was
different. Today the sky was a deep kingfisher blue, but she’d seen burnt
orange, flame red and smoky silver.

It was a place favored by migratory birds and tourists, and generally she
preferred the first to the second. The day before, she’d seen a blue heron
and two snowy egrets. As far as she was concerned the fewer humans the
better, but she owed her current job to the influx of summer people, so she
wasn’t complaining.

She breathed deeply, letting the salt air fill her lungs and her mind. She
felt free here on this windblown, sunbaked strip of seashore. For the first
time in months, she felt better. Stronger. As if she might survive after all.
The pressure had eased. She no longer woke at two in the morning
drenched in sweat and panic, trapped in her life and hating every moment.

She felt something close to happiness, and then her phone buzzed and the
feeling left her in a rush.

She pedaled faster, trying to outrun its insistent demand. She didn’t have
to look to identify the caller. It was ten in the morning exactly. Only one
person called her routinely at that time.

Dammit.



Guilt and an unshakable sense of duty made her squeeze the brakes and
she pulled over, breathless, and dug out her phone. If she didn’t take the call
now, she’d be taking it later and the thought of it looming in her future
would darken the skies of an otherwise cloudless day. This was the price
she had to pay for running away. You could run, but with today’s
technology you couldn’t really hide.

“Lily, honey? It’s Mom.”

She closed her eyes briefly.

She’d been expecting this call, ever since she’d declined their invitation
to come home and “talk things over.” As if talking it over yet again would
change the outcome.

Every time she saw her mother’s name pop up on her phone screen her
stomach churned. Guilt sank its fangs into all the soft, vulnerable parts of
her. Her parents had made huge sacrifices for her, and she’d as good as
slapped them in the face. And she hadn’t even given them a reason. At
least, not one they could understand.

They deserved better.

“I’m on my way to work, Mom. I can’t be late.” Never had dirty pots and
pans and other people’s laundry seemed more appealing. She’d rather deal
with that any day than talk to her mother. Every conversation dragged her
backward and left her so twisted with guilt she lost all confidence in her
chosen path. “Is everything all right?”

“No. We’re worried about you, Lily.” Her mother’s tone was shaky. “We
don’t understand what’s going on. Why won’t you tell us?”

Lily tightened her grip on the phone. “Nothing is going on. And you
don’t need to worry.” She repeated the same words she’d said hundreds of
times, even though they never seemed to settle.

“Can you blame us for worrying? We have a bright, brilliant daughter
who has chosen to throw away the life she worked hard for. And with no
reason.”

No reason? As if it had been a whim. As if she’d woken up one morning
and decided to waste all those years of hard work just for a laugh.

“I’m fine. This is what I want.”

It wasn’t that her parents weren’t wonderful people, but communicating
with them was impossible.

“Are you eating? Have you put on some weight? You were skin and bone
when you left here.”



“I’m eating. I’m sleeping. I’'m good. How are you and Dad?”

“We miss you, obviously. Come home, Lily. We can cook for you, and
spoil you and look after you.”

Anxiety settled on her like a cloak, blocking out sunshine and her hopes
for the day.

She knew what going home would mean. She loved her parents, but
they’d hover over her with frowning concerned faces until she’d end up
worrying more about them than herself. And then she’d do things she didn’t
want to do, just to please them.

And it wasn’t as if she hadn’t tried staying at home. She’d done that in
the beginning (mostly because her options were limited) and the pressure of
pretending to be okay had been exhausting.

“I’m happy, Mom. I just need some space. It’s beautiful here. You know I
always loved the ocean.”

“I know. I remember when you were six years old, and we couldn’t drag
you away from the sandcastle you’d built.” There was a pause. “Honey,
Dad made some calls. He thinks it’s not too late for you to go back to
medical school if you want to.”

Lily’s heart started to pound. The sweat of anxiety threatened to become
a full-blown panic attack. Her chest tightened. Her hands shook so badly
the phone almost slipped from her fingers.

Interference, even well-meaning interference, should be designated a
crime.

“I don’t want to. I know you and Dad are disappointed—"

“It’s not about us, it’s about you. We tried so hard to give you all the
opportunities we didn’t have.”

Lily stared at the ocean and tried to find her inner calm, but it had fled
the moment the phone had rung.

They’d made huge sacrifices for her, and she’d thrown it in their faces.
She felt terrible. But staying would have made her feel worse.

“This is difficult for me, too, Mom.” The lump in her throat made it
difficult to speak. “I know I’m hurting you and I hate it, but this is where I
want to be. I can’t be a doctor. I want to be an artist.”

“You say that, but you’re cleaning houses.”

“To earn money while I try to find a way to do something I love.” While
she tried to loosen the knots of stress in her body and untangle the mess in



her head. “There’s nothing wrong with cleaning houses. I like it. And it’s a
respectable way to make a living. You did it.”

“Because I didn’t have the opportunities you had.”

Lily felt guilt overwhelm her.

Her mother sighed. “Do you need money? We still have some savings.”

And she knew just how hard it would have been for her parents to pull
that together after everything they’d already spent on her. She’d vowed
never to take another cent from them.

“I don’t need money but thank you.” She didn’t want to think about the
dire state of her bank account. She was determined to manage on her own
now, no matter what.

“Lily—" her mother’s voice was gentle “—your father would kill me for
asking because I know I’'m not supposed to ask, but did something happen,
honey? Did someone hurt you? Your dad and I always thought you’d make
a wonderful doctor. You’re such a kind, caring person.”

“Nothing like that.” Lily’s throat burned. She badly wanted this
conversation to end. “Could we talk about something else?”

“Of course. Let me think...not much has happened here. Your father has
been busy in the garden.” Her mother spoke in a cheery I’'m changing the
subject to a safe topic voice. “The hydrangeas are beginning to bloom.
They’re going to be stunning. I made the most delicious orange cake last
week. No wheat. You know your father. Ground almonds instead of flour.”

“Sounds yummy.” She imagined them at home together and felt a pang.
Despite everything, she missed them. Part of her just wanted to run home
and be looked after but she knew that feeling would dissipate the moment
she walked through the door. Within minutes the bands of pressure would
tighten, and she’d be gasping for breath.

“I’m sure there was something I wanted to tell you.” Her mother paused.
“What was it? Oh, I remember—I bumped into Kristen Buckingham last
week. She’s always so charming and friendly. So normal.”

The last person Lily wanted to think about now was anyone with the
name Buckingham.

“Why wouldn’t she be friendly and normal, Mom?” Lily knew how self-
conscious her mother was around her friends and she hated it. It reminded
her of being back at school and feeling like an imposter.

Her parents had scrimped and saved and worked multiple jobs in order to
send her to the best school. They’d believed she’d have a great education



and make influential friends. She would absorb their greater advantages by
osmosis. It would be her ticket to a better life. They imagined her living her
life in a bubble of success, mixing with people whose parents owned
mansions and yachts and jets. People whose fridges were loaded with food
and never had to worry about making it stretch to the end of the week.
People who had drivers, and housekeepers, and staff who cleared the snow
from their yard.

And she had met people like that, but most of the time Lily had felt like a
stray dog that had somehow wriggled its way into a litter of pedigrees.
She’d been afraid to reveal anything about her background, because she
knew it was different from theirs. She’d masked her true self because she’d
known that she didn’t fit. Despite her attempts to blend, she’d been badly
bullied. To make things worse she’d also felt crushed by the pressure of
work and parental expectation. To fail would have been to let them down,
these people she loved so much and who loved her back. They’d half killed
themselves to give her the opportunity. She couldn’t let herself fail.

Panic had hovered close to the surface the whole time, threatening to
suffocate her. The only thing that had driven her from her bed in the
mornings was the knowledge of her parents’ sacrifice and their pride in her.
She hadn’t felt able to tell them how unhappy she was, or that locking
herself in a cubicle while having a panic attack didn’t feel like success to
her.

She’d been thoroughly miserable until the day Hannah Buckingham had
rescued her from a bully who was trying to remove her ponytail with a pair
of scissors. After that, everything changed.

Hannah was the granddaughter of the famous artist Cameron Lapthorne.
She was a champion of the underdog. She had a fierce urge to protect
anything threatened. She wanted to save the whales, and Sumatran tigers,
and Antarctica. Lily was added to the list, and they’d become best friends
from that moment. Hannah had said Lily was the sister she’d never had.
Hannah hadn’t cared about the differences between their household
incomes. Hannah hadn’t cared that Lily didn’t have her own bathroom, or a
housekeeper to keep her room tidy, or tutors to make sure her grades were
the best they could possibly be. Hannah had found Lily interesting. Hannah
had wanted to know everything about Lily. She’d wanted to access her
every thought. For the first time in her life, Lily had been able to be herself.



They’d been inseparable. Protected by Hannah, the bullying had stopped
and Lily had flourished. With Hannah as her friend, her confidence had
grown. She’d no longer felt like a misfit.

They’d gone to the same college where they’d both studied biological
sciences and then they’d applied to the same medical school. When her
acceptance letter arrived, Lily’s parents had cried. They’d been so proud
and thrilled. It was the happiest day of their lives.

Lily had been happy and relieved that she’d achieved their goals. That
she was everything her parents wanted her to be. That she hadn’t let them
down. For a brief moment she’d believed that maybe she could do this.

But medical school had turned out to be a thousand times worse than
school. She was surrounded by people who were brilliant, ambitious and
competitive.

When the pressure started to crush her brain again, she tried to ignore it.
She was going to be fine. She’d survived this far. There were many
different branches of medicine. She’d find one that suited her.

It didn’t help that Hannah had no doubts at all. She’d known from the
start that she wanted to be a surgeon like her father, Theo. Hannah wanted
to save lives. She wanted to make a difference.

On the few occasions she’d met him, Lily had found Theo to be
terrifying or maybe it was more accurate to say that she found his reputation
terrifying.

Hannah’s mother, Kristen, was equally intimidating. She was an art
expert, a whirlwind of brisk efficiency with a life so busy it was a wonder
she fitted in time to breathe.

And then there was Hannah’s older brother, Todd, who was smart,
handsome and kind, and the object of lust among all of Hannah’s friends.
Lily was no exception. Teenage Lily had fantasized about Todd. Twenty-
three-year-old Lily had kissed Todd in a dark corner during a school
reunion.

Lily was in love with Todd, but now Todd was dating Amelie.

Lily had trained herself not to think about Todd.

“I just mean that Kristen is very important, Lily, that’s all,” her mother
said. “But she always takes the time to talk to me when I see her.”

“She’s just a person, Mom. A person like the rest of us.”

“Well, not really like the rest of us,” her mother said. “Her father was
Cameron Lapthorne. I don’t pretend to know anything about art, but even I



know his name.”

Hannah had taken her to the Lapthorne Estate once. It had been the best
day of Lily’s life. She’d gazed at the paintings hungrily, studying every
brushstroke, in awe of the skill and envious of anyone who could build a
life as an artist. Hannah had given her a book of her grandfather’s work, and
it had become Lily’s most treasured possession. She’d thumbed the pages,
studied the pictures and slept with it under her pillow.

Ever since she was old enough to hold a paintbrush, Lily had loved art.
She’d painted everything in sight. When she’d run out of paper, she’d
painted on the walls. She’d painted her school bag and her running shoes.
She’d said to her parents I want to be an artist, and for a while they’d
looked worried. They’d told her no one made money that way and that she
was smart enough to be a doctor or a lawyer. Lily knew how much they
wanted that for her, and she knew how much they’d sacrificed. She couldn’t
bring herself to disappoint them. And so she had dutifully gone to medical
school, underestimating the toll it would take on her.

“Lily? Are you still there?”

Lily tugged herself back into the present. “Yes. So how was Kristen?”

“Busy as ever. She was in the middle of organizing a big event at the
Lapthorne Estate. Celebrating her mother’s birthday and her grandfather,
the artist. It’s happening today, I think. Todd will be there with his fiancée
—1 forget her name. Amelie, that’s right. And Hannah will be there of
course. Kristen invited us, and you, which was generous of her.”

Fiancée?

Lily started to shake. “Todd is engaged?”

“Yes. A bit of a whirlwind according to Kristen. They’d only been dating
for a few months, and she thought it was casual. Had no idea it was serious
and then suddenly they announce that they’re getting married. I’m sure that
wedding will be quite an event. Kristen said it was yet another thing for her
to organize, although I don’t understand why the responsibility would fall
on her. She’s such an impressive woman.”

Lily wasn’t thinking about Kristen. Lily was thinking about Todd.

She imagined Todd in the gardens of Lapthorne Manor with a glass of
champagne in his hand, and Amelie gazing up at him with that flirtatious
look that fused men’s brains and made them do stupid things, a large
diamond glinting on her finger.



Amelie had been the most popular girl in the school. She’d had the
highest marks, the fastest time on the running track and the biggest smile.
Amelie was the girl most likely to succeed. She was also the girl who had
tried to cut off Lily’s ponytail with a pair of scissors. And now she was
marrying Todd. Kind, funny, clever Todd.

Todd had broken Lily’s heart, and he didn’t even know it.

Her palms felt sweaty as she tried to focus on the call. “Are you going to
the party?”

“No, of course not. Your father wouldn’t know what to say and I
wouldn’t know what to wear. They’re your friends really, not ours. Kristen
mentioned that Hannah is enjoying her clinical rotation, but you probably
know that as she’s your best friend.”

Lily didn’t know that. Lily and Hannah hadn’t spoken since that terrible
fight on the night Lily had packed her bags and left medical school for
good.

Every time Lily thought of Hannah she wanted to cry. They’d sworn that
nothing and no one would ever come between them, and they’d truly
believed that.

They’d been wrong.

“I must go, Mom. I’ll be late for work, and I don’t want to let people
down.” She winced as she said it, because she was all too aware that she’d
let her parents down. “Don’t worry. I’m happy. I like my life.”

“We don’t want you to waste your talents, honey, that’s all. You’re
capable of so much. You could be curing cancer—”

Curing cancer? No pressure, then.

“I hated medical school.” The words spilled out of her. “It wasn’t for
me.” And the pressure of trying to keep up had almost broken her. She
didn’t expect them to understand. They believed that if you were smart
enough to be a doctor, why wouldn’t you be one? And she couldn’t figure
out how to make her parents proud, but still live the life she wanted to live.
“I want to be an artist, Mom. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. You know that.”

“I know, but where’s the future in that? Your dad and I just don’t want
you to struggle financially as we did. Life can be hard, Lily.”

Lily closed her eyes. She knew that. She knew how hard life could be.

“I’m managing fine. And I’m going to pay you and Dad back.”

“That’s not necessary, honey. We love you and remember there’s a home
and a welcome here whenever you need it.”



Lily’s throat felt full. It would be easier to disappoint them if they
weren’t so decent. If she didn’t love them so much. “Thanks. Give my love
to Dad.”

She ended the call, wondering why big life decisions had to feel so
difficult and wondering why, when there were so many people her mother
could have bumped into, she’d had to bump into Kristen Buckingham.

Her little bubble of happiness had been punctured.

Todd was engaged. He was going to marry Amelie, and no doubt they’d
have two perfect children and a dog and live a long and happy life with not
a single bump in the road.

But she wasn’t going to think about that now. And she wasn’t going to
think about Hannah. Twice in the last few months she’d almost texted her.
Once she’d even typed out a message, but then she’d deleted it. Hannah had
been furiously angry with her, and Lily had been angry with Hannah.
They’d both been hurt, and Lily had no idea how to move past that hurt.
Given that she hadn’t heard from Hannah, presumably she didn’t know,
either.

The friendship that they’d believed could never be damaged, had been
damaged. Broken. Amelie might as well have taken her scissors to it.

But that was in the past now.

Hannah was living in the city, and Lily was here on the Cape, and even
though she’d brought all her emotions with her it was still preferable to
being in the smothering atmosphere of her parents’ home. And at least it
had been her decision to come here. For the first time ever, she was living
the life that was her choice.

She just wished it felt easier.

Eyes stinging, she dropped the phone back into her bag and pedaled hard.
The call had cost her ten minutes, but if she moved fast she’d still get the
work done.

The breeze blew into her face and dried the dampness of tears. One day
she’d make it up to her parents. She’d find a way to make them proud, even
though she wouldn’t be curing cancer.

She turned into the driveway of a large mansion and cycled up to the
house, her sudden stop creating a small shower of gravel. Grabbing her
backpack, she sprinted to the front door and waved to Mike, the gardener,
who was hauling trays of plants from the back of his truck.



This particular house was a prime beachfront property and was booked
solid throughout the summer months. It slept fourteen, and the last fourteen
to occupy it had clearly had a good time if the state of the kitchen was
anything to go by.

The company she worked for catered to the luxury end of the market and
it always surprised Lily that those people seemed never to have mastered
the basic art of clearing up after themselves.

She scooped up empty pizza boxes, removed a discarded lobster shell
from one of the kitchen chairs (she could be curing cancer, but instead she
was clearing up lobster shells) and cleared half a dozen empty champagne
bottles into the recycling. She wiped, she spritzed, she mopped, she
polished, and once she’d restored the kitchen to its usual pristine state and
reassured herself that there was no lasting damage, she headed toward the
bedrooms.

By the time she’d finished it was midafternoon.

She took a large drink of water from the bottle she kept in her backpack
and retrieved her bike.

“I’m all done.” She pushed her bike across to Mike, who was hunkered
down over a flower bed.

Mike had worked for an investment bank until he’d suffered a serious
case of burnout. Now he worked as a gardener, and said it was the best
decision he’d made. It helped, of course, that he’d made himself a tidy sum
of money before changing direction.

He straightened, stepped over a clump of petunias and walked over to
her. “Where are you off to next?”

“Dune Cottage.”

“That place is a mystery.” He pulled his hat down to keep the sun from
his face. “Have you ever seen anyone staying there?”

“Never. Easiest cleaning job I do all week. A bit of light dusting. Clean
the windows, sweep the deck. Freshen the bed linen occasionally. Report
anything that needs repairing.”

“Who do you think owns it?”

Lily shrugged. “I’m guessing some billionaire from Manhattan who can
afford to keep it empty.”

“Isn’t it a bit small for a billionaire?”

“Maybe he’s a small, single billionaire.”



Mike grinned. “A single billionaire. Does such a thing exist? Money is a
powerful aphrodisiac.”

“Not to everyone.” In her experience, money didn’t always bring out the
best in people. “I have to go. See you tomorrow, Mike.” She climbed onto
her bike and pedaled down the drive and onto the cycle track that led to a
remote part of the Outer Cape. The trail took her over sandy dunes and past
salt marshes, and then finally the cottage appeared, nestled among the
dunes, separated from the ocean by soft sand and whispering seagrass. Its
white clapboard walls and shingle roof had been weathered by the elements,
but still the building stood firm. It had become as much a part of the
landscape as the shifting sands that surrounded it.

Whoever owned it was the luckiest person in the world, Lily thought.
And the most foolish, because who would own a place like this and not use
it? It was a criminal waste.

She and the people she worked with occasionally played guessing games.
It was owned by a rock star who had ten mansions and never quite got
around to using this one. It was an FBI safe house. The owner was dead and
buried under the deck (as she spent a lot of time alone there, that wasn’t
Lily’s preferred theory).

Whoever it was had made sure that they couldn’t be identified. The
management fees were paid by an obscure, faceless company. No one could
remember when the cottage had last been inhabited. It was as if it had been
forgotten, abandoned, except not entirely abandoned because it was
maintained as if the owner might be coming home any day. And Lily was
responsible for keeping it that way.

It was, in her opinion, the perfect job and if she was ahead of her
workload she occasionally sneaked an hour or more to paint because the
light and the views in this particular stretch of the Cape were spectacular.

She leaned her bike against the wall where it would be protected from the
elements, hoisted her backpack onto her shoulders and headed up the
wooden steps to the deck that wrapped itself snugly around the cottage.

If Lily had been asked to name her dream house, this would have been
the one. Not for her, the mansions that were dotted along the coast from
Provincetown to Hyannis. She didn’t want marble, or hot tubs, a games
room, gym Or a cinema room.

She wanted this. The ever-changing light. The views. The feeling that
you were living on the edge of the world. When she was here, her misery



lifted. Her energy returned and she wanted to grab her sketchbook and
record the view so that the memories would stay with her forever.

She delved into her pocket for the keys and opened the front door. Every
time she stepped over the threshold, she fell in love all over again. She
didn’t care that the place was weathered and worn. To her, that was part of
its character. This place had been lived in and loved. It had history.

She tugged off her shoes and left the door open to allow the air and
sunshine to fill the place.

The interior was simple, every item carefully chosen to complement the
ocean setting. The sofa was shabby, upholstered in a blue fabric that had
faded over time and had once matched the armchairs facing it. There were
hints of nautical everywhere. The coffee table was made from timber
salvaged from a shipwreck, no doubt a casualty of the dangerous waters and
shifting sandbars. It was stacked with books and sometimes Lily curled up
in the evening and read while listening to the sounds of the sea floating
through the open windows.

The living room opened onto a wide veranda, which Lily was continually
sweeping. At the back of the cottage there was a studio, north facing, with
large windows that flooded the room with light.

Upstairs was a master bedroom with glorious views across the dunes, a
large second bedroom and a third bedroom built into the eaves.

Lily headed upstairs, ducked her head to avoid banging it on the sloping
roof and dropped her backpack in the smallest bedroom. She felt a stab of
guilt and had to stop herself from glancing over her shoulder to check no
one was watching her.

Just one night, she’d told herself the first time she’d stayed here. And
then one night had become two, and two had turned into a week and she
was still here two months later. At first she’d felt so guilty she hadn’t even
slept on the bed. She’d unrolled her sleeping bag and slept on the sofa in the
living room and woken when the morning light had shimmered across the
room. She’d used the shower in the smaller of the two bathrooms and told
herself that occasionally running the shower and flushing the toilets were an
important part of her caretaking responsibility.

She hadn’t always lived here. Over the winter she’d shared a room with
two other girls in a house in the town, but then the tourist season had taken
off and every bed was needed for visitors. Lily’s funds didn’t stretch far
enough to cover the cost of a new rental.



That was what she told herself, but the truth was she couldn’t bear to
leave this beautiful place. Sometimes she felt as if the cottage needed her as
much as she needed the cottage. And who was ever going to know? No one
came out this far once the sun had set, and she’d already decided that if
someone found her here during the day she would simply say that she was
cleaning the place. That was her job after all.

Gradually the cottage had embraced her and made her feel at home.
She’d graduated from the slightly lumpy sofa to the smallest bedroom in the
eaves (the master bedroom was taking it too far) and now her sleeping bag
was stretched on top of the bed and she even kept a few toiletries in the
shower room.

Over time she’d started to think of the cottage as hers. She cared for it as
lovingly as a family member. She couldn’t do anything about the peeling
paint or the slightly tired furnishings, but she could make sure it was clean
and always looked its best. Sometimes she even talked to the cottage as she
was shaking out cushions and dusting down surfaces.

Why does no one come and stay in you? What sort of people are they that
they’d leave you alone like this?

Whenever she was asked where she was living she gave a vague
response, leading people to believe that she was couch surfing until she
found somewhere permanent. The truth was, she’d stopped looking. Partly
because her days were full, but mostly because she couldn’t bring herself to
leave and saw no reason to do so as the place was empty.

She loved being alone here. It meant that she could be herself, and not
have to pretend to be something she wasn’t. She loved the fact that in the
evenings she could sit on the deck and watch the setting sun throw streaks
of red over the sky and water. If she couldn’t sleep, she could switch on the
light and read without anyone asking her if she was okay. She could eat, or
not eat, knowing that no one was policing her food intake. She could feel
what she wanted to feel without the added pressure of knowing she was
worrying someone.

She didn’t have to pretend to be fine.

Because she wasn’t fine. She hurt, inside and out, and until she stopped
hurting she didn’t want to be anywhere but here. She couldn’t think of a
better place to be wounded.

The cottage nurtured her, tempting her to sit on its sunny deck, or venture
into the cozy kitchen to make herself a sandwich or a mug of creamy hot



chocolate. With its old wooden cabinets and butcher-block countertops, the
kitchen had a warm, welcoming feel that was a contrast to the sleek,
modern kitchens that graced most of the homes she cleaned.

But the biggest comfort for Lily was the paintings. The walls were
crowded with them. Sketches, oils and pastels—she’d studied them all
closely, examining every brushstroke and every line because they were all
extraordinary. And she couldn’t believe that paintings of this quality were
hanging on the wall of an almost abandoned beach cottage, because they
weren’t prints of the sort that were sold by the thousands in various shops
along the Cape, or the work of an amateur. She was sure—or as sure as she
could be—that at least some of them were the work of Cameron Lapthorne.
His initials were in the corner. CL.. And she recognized his style.

The best, in her opinion, was the large watercolor hanging in the living
room. She’d stared at that painting for hours, seduced by the subtle blend of
colors, intrigued by the figure of the woman standing on the sand, staring
out to sea. Who was she and what was she thinking? Was she simply
admiring the view, or was she planning on plunging into the freezing waters
and ending her misery?

Every time she looked at the painting it seemed different. The shadows.
The soft flush of light across the ocean. It was as changeable as the scenery
that had been its inspiration. Looking at it made her chest ache and her
throat close. It wasn’t just a painting; it was a story. It made her feel.
Whoever that woman was, Lily felt an affinity with her.

And if she was right that it was an original then this painting alone was
worth millions. But she didn’t care about its monetary worth. For her its
value was in its beauty. Being able to gaze for hours at that painting was a
privilege. It was like having a private view of the Mona Lisa, or Monet’s
Water Lilies.

She suspected Mike was wrong when he assumed the cottage wasn’t
owned by someone with pots of money. Maybe not a billionaire, but
whoever it was had enough money not to care that they were leaving
valuable art unattended.

Or perhaps it wasn’t an original.

She’d studied Cameron Lapthorne’s work in depth but had never seen
any mention of this painting, and it differed from his usual style.

She tore her gaze away from it now and headed for the studio where she
kept her paints and canvases carefully hidden in one of the cupboards.



She’d skipped lunch, but she didn’t want to waste a moment of the light
by preparing a meal for herself and, anyway, the conversation with her
mother had chased away her appetite. Instead of eating, she reached for her
pad and her oil pastels and headed toward the deck.

She wanted to paint. And even if nothing she produced ever came close
to capturing the magical light of the Cape in the way Cameron Lapthorne
had when he was alive, she would keep trying.

Food could wait. And so could finding alternative accommodation.

There was no urgency. After all, it wasn’t as if anyone was using the
place.



2

Cecilia

She was far too old to run away from something difficult, but she wasn’t

going to let that stop her.

Cecilia Lapthorne gazed out of her bedroom window at the top of the old
sprawling mansion and wondered how best to make her escape. She could
climb through a window, but that seemed a little dramatic when there was a
perfectly good staircase within easy reach of her bedroom. Or she could
walk boldly through the front door (it was, after all, her own front door) and
if challenged by her children simply tell them that she would return when
this ridiculous party they’d insisted on throwing was over.

She watched with mounting frustration as the lawns and the terrace were
prepared for an invasion of people she had no wish to meet. Was there
anything less satisfying than small talk? She’d rather have one decent
conversation about something, than a hundred conversations about nothing.

She knew that Kristen and Winston were doing what they felt was right
for her, but what they felt was right and what she felt was right were two
different things. When they’d first told her about the party they had
planned, she’d tried to talk them out of it, but they’d insisted it was exactly
what she needed to lift her out of her grief. She wondered if it was revenge
for all the times she’d insisted they eat broccoli when they were toddlers.

Either way, they’d ignored her entreaties, which shouldn’t have surprised
her. She was seventy-five years old and for a little over fifty of those years
she’d lived in Cameron’s shadow, dominated by his large and loud
personality, the mouse to his lion (less generous folk used to say that
Cameron’s voice arrived in a room at least five minutes before he did). At
public events she was “Cameron Lapthorne’s wife,” or sometimes “the



artist’s wife.” She was an accessory, although not, she liked to think, as
useless as that ridiculous pocket watch he’d taken to wearing in the
mistaken belief that it made him seem endearingly eccentric.

They don’t notice me, she’d once said to Cameron who had replied
without a trace of irony, Of course they notice you—you’re with me.

And that was how she’d spent most of their married life. She was a plus-
one. An also. A satellite. Images in the press were captioned Cameron
Lapthorne and his wife, Cecilia. Never Cecilia Lapthorne and her husband,
Cameron. There had never been any doubt as to where she ranked in order
of importance. Most of the time she hadn’t minded. She was a quieter,
altogether more private person than her loud, ebullient husband. She was
happy for him to live in the limelight, while she hovered on the fringes
away from unwanted attention.

Cameron had been dead for a year, but his passing hadn’t released her
from his shadow. Now, instead of being his wife, she was his widow, her
existence still defined by her relationship with the man.

She was the keeper of his legacy, the custodian of his bright and brilliant
talent.

She needed to move on. But how?

It was hard to step into a new life when you were surrounded by the old
one. Cameron’s presence was everywhere, wrapping around her like
tentacles, holding her in place.

A month after his death she had moved all Cameron’s personal items into
one room and locked the door. She’d removed his paintings from the walls
of her bedroom. She would have done the same to the rest of the house but
it would have raised eyebrows as well as leaving a large number of blank
spaces on the walls.

She’d briefly contemplated moving, but she couldn’t bear to leave the
beautiful gardens she’d spent three decades nurturing. When she was
younger, her passion for art had been as great as Cameron’s. She’d painted,
sketched, lost herself in a visual world. These days the gardens were her
canvas where she experimented with shape, color and texture. Her gardens
had received national acclaim, but she didn’t do it for the attention or the
affirmation. She did it for her own enjoyment. Garden design satisfied her
own need to be creative without in any way competing with her husband.

And now there was this party. A celebration of the artistic greatness that
was Cameron Lapthorne. A retrospective of his work, displaying some



pieces never before seen in public, offering fresh insights into the man.

Cecilia could have offered plenty of insights into the man, including the
fact that much of what the public knew was false. They saw only the
genius. They didn’t see the insecurities or the flaws.

The party had been Kristen’s idea of course. Kristen, their eldest child.
Daddy’s girl. Kristen, who was so much more forceful than her younger
brother, Winston.

Did Cecilia love her? Yes, of course she did. But did she like her
daughter? Not always. Not right now.

It was Kristen who handled the day-to-day management of the Lapthorne
legacy. While Cameron was alive she had helped him with the archive,
carefully cataloging each piece that he produced. She collaborated with
museums, galleries and private collectors, arranged storage, shipping and
installation of artwork. Along with a small, carefully selected team, she
handled the press and all research requests.

And she’d organized this party to jointly celebrate Cameron’s life and
Cecilia’s seventy-fifth birthday.

Kristen was the reason Cecilia hadn’t divorced Cameron.

When Kristen was nine years old, Cecilia had broken the news that she
and Cameron were getting a divorce. She hadn’t shared her reasons with
Kristen because she hadn’t wanted to drive a wedge between father and
daughter. She’d been proud of her restrained, adult behavior given the
circumstances. Sadly, her restraint had backfired and the result was that
Kristen placed all the blame on Cecilia. Cecilia was the one still in the
house. Her father had been forced out against his will. Kristen had made up
her mind that her mother was a horrible person. (Winston had been five
years old and almost all of it had gone over his head.)

Kristen had been so upset she’d refused to stay in the same space as her
mother. She’d sprinted from the house crying and been hit by a car which
just happened to be driving down Commonwealth Avenue as she was
running across it with tears blurring her vision. For days her life had hung
in the balance. Cecilia and Cameron had put their differences aside and
reunited by her bedside. Cecilia had blamed herself and she’d known from
Cameron’s ostentatious silence that he had blamed her, too. When Kristen
had finally woken up, she’d wanted them both by her bedside and they’d
been so relieved she was alive, and so determined to make up for the
trauma, that there had been no more talk of separating.



Cameron had been smugly relieved that the accident had achieved
something that all his apologies and entreaties had failed to do.

The day before Kristen was due to be discharged from the hospital,
Cameron had quietly moved back into the family home.

Cecilia had put her children’s needs ahead of her own. She’d been
consumed by guilt that her actions had inadvertently led to their daughter’s
accident.

Somehow, she and Cameron had stumbled through those early years after
their separation and Kristen’s accident, and gradually they’d settled into a
rhythm.

Kristen had slowly recovered, but her relationship with her mother was
forever changed. She became fiercely protective of her father, taking his
side in everything. The two of them grew close and stayed that way.

Gazing down into the gardens now, Cecilia could see her waving her
hands and delivering instructions to the flustered staff who normally led
quiet, untroubled lives. They ran her household with little interference from
Cecilia, who believed in employing someone to do a job and then letting
them do it. Her daughter, on the other hand, believed in giving someone a
job and then overseeing every moment of the task for the sole purpose, or
so it seemed, of telling everyone where they were going wrong.

She’d been dictating everyone’s actions since the day she’d arrived home
from the hospital.

When she’d decided it was time to marry, she’d married a surgeon who
was so dedicated to his work he was more than happy to allow his wife to
run every other aspect of his life. Cecilia’s feelings toward her son-in-law,
Theo, were complicated. He was without doubt a brilliant man and a skilled
surgeon by all accounts, but on the rare occasion he made it to a family
event his mind was elsewhere and more often than not, thanks to endless
urgent calls from the hospital, the rest of him soon followed. His
professional importance wasn’t in question although occasionally Cecilia
wondered who would save all the trauma victims of Massachusetts if Theo
died of a heart attack brought on by overwork. There were times when
she’d been in mid-conversation with him only to suddenly find herself
talking to an empty space because he’d felt the vibration of his phone and
absented himself to answer it. Despite that, she had developed a deep
fondness for him. It was hard not to care for someone who was so
committed to his job and the preservation of human life, although having



spent most of her life with a man who prioritized his work above everything
else, Cecilia also sympathized with her daughter. But Kristen didn’t seem to
mind. She didn’t seem to suffer any of the frustrations that Cecilia had
experienced. Kristen was busy working for her father and keeping the house
and, until they’d left home, raising the kids.

Since Cameron’s death she’d taken to visiting Cecilia once a week to
“check on her,” an experience they both found stressful. Kristen wanted to
talk endlessly about Cameron. Cecilia wanted to think about anything other
than Cameron.

“Mom?” Kristen’s voice came from behind her. “What are you doing
hiding away up here?”

Cecilia gave a start and turned from her contemplation of the seven
catering vans that had just arrived. (Seven? Were they feeding the whole of
Boston?) She’d been absorbed in her own thoughts and hadn’t noticed her
daughter leave the gardens, but now here she was in the doorway of
Cecilia’s bedroom in full control mode. The concern on her face barely
masked her exasperation.

Cecilia was exasperated, too. She’d intended to somehow do a vanishing
act before Kristen appeared.

“I’m not hiding. I’m taking my time.”

Kristen stepped into the room. “The guests will be arriving soon, and
you’re not even dressed. Is something wrong? Does the suit fit? You’ve lost
weight since Dad died. I wish you’d see a doctor.”

Fix, fix, fix. That was Kristen’s approach to everything. She didn’t seem
to understand that some things couldn’t be fixed and had to be endured and
accepted.

She didn’t understand that Cecilia’s grief was complicated.

Her solution to Cecilia’s negative response to the party had been to buy
her a new outfit. It was currently laid out on the bed ready for her.

Cecilia had no idea if it fitted because she hadn’t tried it on. It wasn’t her
clothes that she needed to change; it was her life.

“I don’t need a doctor. I have no wish to attend this party, that’s all.
Something I’ve made clear to you from the beginning.” Did that sound
petulant?

Kristen obviously thought so because she took a calming breath and
closed the bedroom door.

Cecilia sighed. The closed door meant they were going to have “a talk.”



She often wondered if she was the focus of her daughter’s regular
sessions with her therapist. My mother is difficult. We don'’t have the easiest
relationship.

Kristen had collapsed when her father died. When she’d been given the
news she’d literally fallen to the floor and screamed. (She’d done the same
when Simon Overbrook had dumped her in her second year of college
because she absolutely had not wanted it to happen but it had happened
anyway and the realization that she couldn’t control everything and
everyone around her by willpower and the sheer force of her personality
had come as a searing shock.)

She’d shouted Why? Why? And Cecilia had assumed she was asking why
her father and not her mother.

No one had been able to comfort her because apparently no one would
ever be able to understand, and no one could ever replace her father. At the
funeral Theo had stood frozen, immobilized by the sheer scale of his wife’s
grief. Physical hemorrhage in no way daunted him, but dealing with
emotional hemorrhage was beyond him.

Kristen had seemed to gradually pull herself out of her debilitating grief
and had thrown herself into work. She was busy, busy, busy, as if
determined not to allow herself even a moment of space in which to think
about her father.

It occurred to Cecilia that perhaps this exhibition was Kristen’s way of
keeping her father alive.

She crossed the room now with a brisk stride and dropped into a crouch
by Cecilia’s chair (flexibility courtesy of two yoga sessions a week and a
private Pilates instructor) and took her mother’s hand.

“You’re sad, I know. Grief is a terrible thing. Relentless. Exhausting. You
must feel devastated.” She squeezed, presumably to offer reassurance that
everything Cecilia was feeling was normal.

Cecilia knew that nothing she was feeling was normal. She was supposed
to feel devastated, but she didn’t. It wasn’t that she wasn’t grieving. She
was. She’d spent a lifetime with Cameron. But the one thing she couldn’t
admit was that she also felt free.

And she had yet to decide what to do with that freedom. For the first time
ever, she had only herself to think about. It was both exciting and terrifying.

She breathed in a waft of her daughter’s perfume.



From this angle she could see that Kristen’s hair was freshly highlighted,
her style a little softer than her usual blunt bob. Her dress was a figure-
skimming swirl of blues and greens that could have been inspired by one of
her father’s earlier watercolors. She looked younger somehow. Different.

For the first few weeks after Cameron had died Kristen hadn’t moved
from the bed, but lately she seemed to have recovered her energy and today
she was positively glowing.

“This must be very hard for you.” Kristen was looking at her with
sympathy. “It’s emotional seeing so much of Dad’s art displayed together,
isn’t it? I understand. It’s like seeing the story of his life.”

Cecilia blinked. Story of his life?

Knowing that a response was needed, she latched onto the one part of
Kristen’s observation that was true. “It is hard.”

“I miss him, too. Every day.” Kristen’s eyes filled, tears never far from
the surface when she thought about her father. “But this event is a
celebration. It’s our chance to show the art world and his devoted fans who
he really was. The whole of his career, beginning to end. And we’re lucky
it’s such a beautiful day. We thought you could give your speech in the
garden.”

She’d forgotten about the damned speech. Kristen had written it for her,
and Cecilia had seen it only a few hours ago. She’d known immediately that
she wouldn’t be able to deliver it. She didn’t want to talk about Cameron.
She didn’t want to talk about their life together.

“I can’t do that.”

Kristen patted her hand. “That’s fine. We can cram everyone into the
garden room if that makes you more comfortable.”

Cecilia stirred. “I mean the speech itself. I can’t give it, Kristen.”

Now would be a good time to confess she had no intention of going to
the party. But she couldn’t stand the confrontation.

She was a coward.

Alarm flickered across Kristen’s face. “All you have to do is say a few
nice words about Dad. It’s that easy.”

Cameron, Cameron. It was always about Cameron.

What had happened to her life? Where, in all this, was the real Cecilia?

“Mama?” Kristen sounded anxious and Cecilia sat upright.

“I won’t do it, Kristen. You speak if you want to, but I won’t.”

“But why?”



Because she wasn’t confident that the words that left her lips would be
the right ones.

It was time to leave the past in the past. Time to move on.

“I’m too old to give speeches,” she said finally and Kristen stood up
abruptly.

“Fine. I’ll do it.”

Cecilia could see her mentally reordering her never-ending to-do list. She
watched as Kristen checked her phone quickly, as if she was waiting for
something.

“Is Theo here?”

“No. He couldn’t get away from the hospital, but he sends his apologies
and his love.” Kristen slipped her phone back into the pocket of her jacket.
“You should get dressed. You know things take you a little longer these
days.”

“Things don’t take me longer.” She resented the implication that she was
a crumbling shadow of her former self. “I choose to take more time over
things because I can.”

Secrets made you lonely, she realized. There could be no deep human
connection without honesty, and she’d hidden too much from her children
to expect them to understand her. It created a distance because there were so
many things she knew that they didn’t.

Kristen swept across the room and picked up Cecilia’s suit. “I can’t wait
to see you wearing this. It’s going to look stunning on you and you’ll look
great in the photographs.”

Cecilia imagined the caption. Cameron Lapthorne’s widow, Cecilia.

“When you were six you often refused to get dressed and go to school.”

Kristen held the suit against her body. “Is this revenge for something I
did when I was six?”

“No. The reason you didn’t want to get dressed and go to school was
because you didn’t see the point. It wasn’t something you wanted to do.”

“And you’re saying that today is like that? You don’t see the point?
That’s hurtful, Mom.” Her eyes shone. “Planning this celebration has been a
ton of work. Do you have any idea how much stress it has caused?”

“I’m sorry if you’re stressed,” Cecilia said, “but you were the one who
insisted on it.”

But she was partly to blame. She should have expressed her views more
strongly before now. Instead, she’d let it happen.



So much of her life had been spent letting things happen. It was time she
took control, but she wasn’t sure she even knew how. Could you really
change the habit of a lifetime?

Hurt crossed Kristen’s face. “This party is for you, too. I’ve put hours
and hours of work into making it perfect.”

Perfect for whom?

Cecilia studied her daughter. There was definitely something different
about her, but she couldn’t put her finger on it and there was no point in
asking because they didn’t have that sort of relationship. They’d never had
mother-and-daughter shopping trips, or mother-and-daughter spa days. She
felt a stab of guilt because she knew that was partly her fault. She should
have tried harder to bridge the gulf that had appeared between them.

But even so she wished that Kristen would ask, just once, what she
wanted and then pay attention to the answer.

“We both know this party is not for me, Kristen.”

Kristen was still holding the suit. “We are celebrating your birthday. Of
course it’s for you. I don’t understand why you don’t want to do this. Is it
the paintings? Is it because we chose to use this opportunity to present a
retrospective of Dad’s work? Is it upsetting you?”

“Leave it, Kristen.”

“No, I won’t leave it. All we do in this family is ignore things that are
uncomfortable and frankly it’s exhausting. Let’s be honest for once. Is it
grief? Does seeing his art on the walls upset you?” Kristen glanced around
her. “Obviously we’ve noticed that you don’t have a single painting of his
in this room.”

She imagined her children speculating. What is going on with Mother?

Cecilia could feel her heart thudding hard. It pounded against her ribs, as
if giving her a warning. Was she having a heart attack? If she collapsed,
then she wouldn’t have to attend the party. She could leave in an
ambulance, which was a method of escape that had only just occurred to
her. She wondered briefly if she could fake it. She could throw herself to
the floor and clutch her chest, but there was a danger that Kristen might feel
compelled to move in to look after her and that would be alarming for them
both.

“His paintings are all around the house. I don’t want them in my
bedroom.”



“Because it hurts too badly?” Kristen was looking at her with mounting
concern. “You need to talk to someone. I’ve thought it for a while.” She
paused, trying to find answers from Cecilia’s brief responses. “Or is it
something else completely? Is it the fact that his work has gained even more
attention since he died? It’s a constant reminder, isn’t it? It’s both wonderful
and difficult.”

It was more difficult than wonderful. There was no moving on. In many
ways her life hadn’t changed at all, except that Cameron himself was no
longer part of it. Her life continued, only this time her companion was the
ghost not the man.

“Kristen—"

“I understand,” Kristen said, “but it wouldn’t be right for us to keep his
talent to ourselves. Other people have a right to enjoy his work. This is an
unprecedented exhibition, of international importance. Many of the
paintings have never been on display before. Fifty years of Cameron
Lapthorne.”

Fifty years? Two-thirds of her life. No wonder she felt lost. She was
adrift on the ocean, with no idea where land might be.

So much of life was chance.

If she hadn’t been on the beach that day of her twenty-second birthday,
and if she hadn’t happened to turn and smile at the deliciously handsome
young man sprawled on the sand with a sketchbook in his hand, she might
be in a very different place right now. She would have led a different life. A
life where she had played the lead part, and not the supporting role. If Seth
hadn’t just broken up with her...

Seth.

She hadn’t thought about him in years, and then a month after Cameron’s
funeral the card had arrived.

She’d thought about him then, and she thought about him now and
wondered about his life. Had he made good choices? Did he have regrets?

Cecilia felt suddenly tired, weighed down by past decisions. It was
impossible not to look back and think, What if?

And yet part of her felt sympathy for the woman she’d been. That woman
on the beach with the sun on her face and the wind in her hair hadn’t
intentionally stepped into the life she’d ended up living. It had happened by
accident, step by step, moment by moment, one choice followed by another
choice, and surely it wasn’t a crime to have trusted fully and loved deeply?



Even though many years had passed she could still remember the intensity
of her feelings and the heady excitement of those early days.

“I know you’re sad,” Kristen said. “And I know it’s hard. I’m sure you’re
lonely—" She paused, as if her mind was on something else. “Life is no
fairy tale, is it?”

Cecilia looked closely at her daughter. Was she talking about Cecilia’s
life or her own?

Was something wrong with Kristen? Had something happened with
Theo?

She opened her mouth to ask, but then closed it again. Even if she asked,
Kristen was unlikely to tell her the truth. They never talked about things
like that.

And they weren’t going to do so now because the door opened,
interrupting their conversation.

Winston stood there. He was four years younger than his sister and bore a
strong resemblance to Cameron at the same age. A little on the stocky side,
but handsome enough to compensate for any deficiencies in height. He’d
arrived alone because his wife, Nina, had sprained her ankle playing tennis
and was lying on the sofa with her leg buried in ice packs.

“Is there a problem? The guests are arriving, Kris, and I have no idea
who anyone is. I’'m worried I’ll ignore someone important. Why aren’t you
downstairs?”

Kristen swung round. “Mom doesn’t want to speak at the party. I’'m
handling it.”

She was something to be handled. A problem, like not enough glasses or
a catering issue.

As always, Winston was quick to side with his sister. “Kristen has
worked hard, Mom.”

Cecilia roused herself. Enough. She stood up. “I can hardly dress with
you two standing in my bedroom. I need privacy.”

They glanced at each other, not sure if they’d won the battle.

Cecilia wanted badly to be rid of them both. She glanced out of the
window at the chairs that were currently being carefully set in rows.
Presumably that was where Kristen had planned for her to address the
guests.

Thank goodness Kristen had agreed to deliver the speech herself because
Cecilia would have choked on the paragraph of sickly prose. It painted a



fairy tale, not reality. Did people think Cameron had made it big by
himself? Did they really think he would have become as famous as he had
if she hadn’t been there?

They had no idea of the part she’d played.

But Cameron had known.

“I came to tell you that a couple of journalists have arrived,” Winston
said. “One of them is asking questions about a painting called The Girl on
the Shore. I asked Rita and she has no record of such a painting.”

“That’s strange, because someone else asked me about that painting
recently. I checked with Rita, too. She worked for Dad for forty years. If she
can’t remember it, then I doubt it exists.” Kristen tapped her fingers against
her jaw as she trawled through her memory. “Maybe it was one of his early
works. Dad frequently destroyed paintings that didn’t come up to his
standard. All part of his creative temperament. Mom? Do you remember
it?”

The Girl on the Shore.

Cecilia felt suddenly dizzy. Her chest felt tight, and now she wasn’t
faking it.

It had all started with that painting. Everything could be traced back to
that work. It had changed their lives in ways neither of them could have
imagined.

Cameron had been unknown then. Just another struggling artist living a
pared down, self-indulgent existence where the only focus was art. Eight of
them had crammed into a small, clapboard cottage tucked in the dunes of
the Outer Cape, close to the seashore. They’d cared more about the light
and the landscape than sleep and food. Rest was something they did to pass
the time until they could paint again.

For a moment Cecilia was back there with the sun on her face and the
wind blowing her hair and Cameron smiling at her in the way only he could
smile.

“Mom?” Kristen’s voice cut through her thoughts. “The Girl on the
Shore?”

It had been decades since anyone had mentioned that painting. She’d
assumed—hoped—it had been forgotten.

But clearly not. Someone was asking questions.

Cecilia couldn’t breathe properly.

“Mom?” Kristen’s voice held a note of alarm. “Are you okay?”



“She’s not okay,” Winston said. “This party is too much. A huge public
event when she’s still grieving—maybe it wasn’t such a great idea, Kris.”

Cecilia barely heard them. What was she going to do? How had a
journalist ever found out about it? Neither she nor Cameron had spoken of
it for years. They’d agreed that destroying it was the best course of action.
He’d promised her he would get rid of it. So many years had passed that
they’d been confident that the painting was forgotten.

Except it clearly hadn’t been forgotten.

A chill came over her and she rubbed her arms, trying to warm herself.

Why would someone be asking about that particular work now, after all
this time?

If Cameron had done what he’d promised to do, then the painting
shouldn’t still exist.

But what if he hadn’t? He’d made other promises he hadn’t kept.

“Mom? Are you all right? Do you remember a painting by that name?”

Feeling distinctly unwell, she assembled her features into an expression
she hoped was suitably vague. “My memory isn’t what it was. I forget
things.” If only. There were some things she would have been relieved to
forget, and The Girl on the Shore was one of them. “If it once existed then
your father must have destroyed it.”

It wasn’t entirely a lie. He was supposed to have done just that.

But she couldn’t squash the anxiety that the painting might still exist.

Winston frowned. “Could it be in a private collection?”

“Definitely not.” Kristen shook her head. “If that were the case then we
would have a record of it. What does this journalist look like? I’ll go and
talk to him.”

“Slightly shorter than me. Fifties? Glasses. Academic looking. He asked
to talk to you, but I didn’t know where you were.”

Kristen’s cheeks turned pink, and she dropped her phone. “Sorry.” She
stooped to retrieve it. “Right. I’1l talk to him.”

For the first time since his death, Cecilia wished Cameron were here. He
would have dispatched the journalist with a few sharp words.

Her feeling of anxiety increased. “Why do we have journalists here?”

“Because we are celebrating Dad’s life and work. He’s probably an art
editor, rather than a journalist.”

That explanation did nothing to soothe Cecilia’s anxiety. If the person
asking the question was knowledgeable about art, then that was even more



concerning.

“Uncle Winston!” Another voice came from outside her room, this time it
was Todd, Kristen and Theo’s son.

Cecilia was relieved to see a friendly face. She was close to her
grandchildren and considered that she’d been a better grandmother than she
ever had been a mother.

Grandchildren were a second chance.

At twenty-eight years old, Todd was handsome, good-natured and very
much his own man. Cameron and Theo had wanted him to study law, but
Todd had chosen to major in environmental studies and sustainability, and
nothing they said had changed his mind. There had been several
uncomfortable family dinners during with Cameron had bellowed at him,
and Theo had lectured him on secure careers and giving back to society
(and also having a guaranteed income for life). Everyone had been tense
except Todd, who had carried on calmly eating his dinner and asked for
second helpings. Fortunately, his younger sister, Hannah, had stepped up
and announced her wish to study medicine and be a surgeon just like her
father, which had taken the heat off Todd.

After Todd had graduated, he’d worked for a year for a Fortune 100
company trying to polish their green credentials before leaving to work for
an artisan carpentry company that used reclaimed and sustainable materials.
He’d trained as a carpenter and now he worked for himself, accepting
commissions, and sometimes working freelance for the company who had
originally employed him.

Cecilia admired his quiet strength. He listened respectfully to his parents’
views and then went ahead and did what he felt was right for him,
undeterred by their strongly expressed opinions.

Todd was living the life he wanted to live. He was something of a hero to
her.

In her eyes he could do no wrong, at least until last week when he’d
unexpectedly become engaged. Amelie Watkins wasn’t at all the woman
that Cecilia would have chosen for Todd, and she’d been astonished when
he had given them the news. They seemed entirely wrong for each other,
but what did she know? She wasn’t exactly an expert on love.

Flourishing a balloon and a wrapped gift, he crossed the room and
hugged her. “Happy Birthday, Nanna.” He kissed her on the cheek and
presented her with the gift and the balloon. “Open it later when the crowds



have left. That shade of blue suits you. You look glamorous and not a day
over forty.”

Kristen sighed. “She is wearing her nightgown, Todd.”

“So what? It looks great. Nanna looks fantastic whatever she wears. Not
that it matters what anyone else thinks, and, anyway, I’m sure they’ll simply
excuse her as a famous and eccentric artist.”

“Except that she’s not the famous artist,” Kristen said, “so unless the
gene for eccentricity passes through marriage, she can’t really use that
excuse, can she? And I’'m sure she doesn’t want to see photographs of
herself in her nightwear all over social media. I bought her the perfect outfit
so there is no reason for her not to look her best.”

Todd kept his arm round his grandmother.

“A person should be allowed to wear what they like to their own party.”

Cecilia was about to point out that it wasn’t her party at all, but she didn’t
want to draw Todd into this web of family tension.

She changed the subject. “Thank you for setting up my new phone,
Todd.”

“You’re welcome. Everything working fine?”

“I’m sure it is.” She patted his hand. “You know me and smartphones. In
my case the least smart thing about it is the user, but I’m managing thanks
to you. I’m sure I'll get used to it.”

“You have my number keyed in there,” Todd said, “so if you need help
call me.”

“I’1ll do that. Where’s Amelie? Is she downstairs?” She tried to sound
enthusiastic. If her grandson loved Amelie, then she was determined to love
her, too. Maybe the woman was cold and distant because she was shy.
Maybe she’d warm up in time.

“She’s not downstairs,” Todd said. “She’s not coming.”

“What?” Kristen frowned. “Where is she?”

“She’s not feeling too good.” Todd looked at his mother. “I need to talk to
you about the wedding at some point.”

“Can it wait? I need to focus on this event, and—" Kristen broke off as
her phone buzzed. She checked the screen, then flushed deeply. “I need to
answer this. Excuse me. And, Winston, tell anyone who asks that they’ve
been misinformed. There is no painting called The Girl on the Shore.”

Flustered, she headed to the door leaving Winston staring after her,
flummoxed.



Cecilia decided this was the perfect time to clear them all out. She
needed to think. She needed to plan.

“If you’d all give me privacy, I'll change into something that won’t
embarrass Kristen. Thank you for the present, Todd. You’re the dearest
boy.”

Still holding tightly to Todd’s gift, she managed to usher them out of the
room and closed the door behind them. Her hands were clammy, her pulse
racing.

The Girl on the Shore.

She leaned against the closed door, trying to think clearly. There was no
way she could go to the party now. What if the journalist asked her about
the painting directly? She was a hopeless liar. She’d give herself away.

She needed to stay calm and figure this out.

The guests had already started arriving. Soon there would be hundreds of
people milling around, mostly people who wouldn’t want to miss an
opportunity to nose around the Lapthorne mansion. It was all so impersonal.
She’d be expected to mingle, make small talk and accept condolences. Yes,
there would be art lovers, but there would also be people who were there for
the free champagne, the free food, the chance to see and be seen. Then there
were the people who wanted to be able to drop into conversation that they’d
been at the Lapthorne mansion for the party. They might casually mention
some of the paintings they’d seen and pretend a level of knowledge they
didn’t possess. There would be few guests who would be there because they
loved Cecilia. When she was younger, she might have mistaken the
attention for friendship. One of the advantages of reaching the age of
seventy-five was that you saw the world as it was, and not how you wanted
it to be. There would be no one there who had known her in those lean
years before fame had shone its light on them. There would be no one who
really knew her.

She walked to the window again, staring out across the estate.

The extensive gardens were bordered by woodland and beyond that was
the road. Driving north would take her to Boston, with its harbor and
history. Heading south would take her toward the wind-battered shores of
the Cape where their story had started.

Finally she allowed her mind to go there, to think about things she tried
never to think about.



She’d avoided the place for so long. She’d had no reason to go and every
reason to stay away. Until now.

She walked across the bedroom and opened the small drawer in her
nightstand. The envelope had been given to her by the lawyer, six months
after Cameron’s death. After she’d read it, she’d tucked it inside her worn
first edition of Henry Thoreau’s Cape Cod and spent a long time digesting
the fact that Cameron’s last act had been to confess to another lie.

She’d been so angry and upset she’d simply left the letter inside the book
where no one was likely to find it. At the time she hadn’t been in the right
emotional state to contemplate doing anything with the information that the
letter contained. But now?

She still wasn’t in the right emotional state, but now she had no choice. It
was no good telling herself that everything was fine. She had to see for
herself. She had to find out what else Cameron had lied about. She had to
see for herself whether the painting still existed.

She had to go back.



3

Kristen

Kristen tightened her grip on her phone, glanced over her shoulder to

check that Winston and Todd weren’t following her, and slid silently into
her old bedroom. It looked the same as it always did, mostly because no one
ever slept in it. Kristen herself had only slept in it a handful of times since
her marriage, and that had been early in their relationship at Thanksgiving
when Theo had a rare night off and had been able to celebrate away from
the city. They’d had sex in this very bed, although Kristen hadn’t been able
to relax because she was always waiting for Theo to be called back to the
hospital. Coitus interruptus. It was a characteristic of their relationship.
Drinks with friends, walks along the Charles River, dinner at their special
restaurant on Beacon Hill, sex—thanks to the demand of Theo’s job,
everything inevitably ended before it was supposed to. Her entire life was a
cliff-hanger. It was a wonder they’d managed to have one child, let alone
two.

She sometimes joked with her friends that the reason she and Theo were
still married when so many of their acquaintances were getting divorced
was because they hadn’t spent enough time together to grow tired of each
other. Marriage interruptus. They’d built a life that worked for them. Or so
everyone thought.

But no one really knew what was going on inside someone else’s
marriage, and that was true of hers. No one knew how lonely she was, and
she was careful to give no hints. She smiled, she laughed, she played the
part of a happily married woman even though most of the time she felt so
alone and isolated she might as well have been living on a desert island
with only a few palm trees and the odd seashell for company. There were



days when she’d wondered if she was clinically depressed, but she knew
deep down that she wasn’t.

She was grieving for her father and had no one to share that grief with.
Her mother didn’t want to talk. Her children were busy with their lives. Her
husband prioritized his patients and didn’t seem aware that underneath her
carefully groomed exterior his own wife was seriously injured, too. At her
lowest point she’d fleetingly wondered whether stepping in front of a car
might be a good way of getting his attention. Maybe then he’d notice that
she wasn’t herself. Maybe he’d feel guilty. All this time you’ve had a broken
heart, and I didn’t even notice. What sort of a doctor am I?

She felt so alone that a month after her father had died she’d called a
grief helpline that she’d found on the internet (she’d withheld her number
and given a false name), but the stranger on the other end of the phone had
been so overwhelmed by the scale of Kristen’s grief that her only
suggestion had been that Kristen should nurture herself and maybe take a
soothing bath or treat herself to a new hand cream.

She might as well have suggested using an umbrella in a hurricane.

That was the point where Kristen had realized she was on her own with
this. She didn’t blame her children for not noticing how bad she felt because
like most mothers she hid her own anguish from them (it wasn’t their job to
support their grieving mother), and she didn’t really blame her own mother
because they’d never been close. But she did blame Theo. She felt resentful
toward Theo and that resentment layered itself on top of other layers of
resentment that had built up during their marriage.

Theo had missed the birth of his first child. Theo had been absent when
Hannah had been admitted to the hospital with severe croup. Theo had
missed parent-teacher conferences, sports days, Kristen’s birthday (twice)
and their wedding anniversary (four times).

Kristen had managed to forgive all that. (The man was a surgical genius,
after all, with big responsibilities. Also, she’d known who he was when she
married him and she refused to be a hypocrite.) She hadn’t been able to
forgive his absence when her father had died.

She’d called him from the hospital where her father had been taken.
She’d left six messages, each of them more desperate. Theo, I need you.

It had taken him four hours to get back to her. Four hours during which
she’d needed his support. His love. Four hours when she’d needed his
medical expertise (why couldn’t they save her father?) and a shoulder to cry



on. Instead, she’d cried on the doctor who had broken the news of her
father’s death to her and her mother. She’d cried on the kind nurse who had
arrived with tissues and she’d cried on her mother, although not for long
because her mother had been unnervingly composed. By the time Theo
arrived, her intense grief had morphed into anger. Her resentment had
grown into a huge barrier that separated them. In the days that followed she
couldn’t find a way past that barrier.

Losing her dad was the worst thing that had ever happened to her.
Nothing had prepared her for the depth of her grief. She was an independent
woman with her own family, but when her father died, part of her had died,
too. The knowledge that he was never coming back, that she would never
see him again, sent her into a pit of despair.

Her father had loved her unconditionally. When she’d been with her dad
she’d felt important and interesting and truly loved, and she was never
going to get that feeling back. She’d gone from feeling alone to feeling
crushingly, miserably alone.

And then, at her lowest point, she’d met Jeff. Jeff had listened to her
when Theo hadn’t. Jeff had allowed her to pour her heart out. Jeff wasn’t
scared of her emotions. Jeff switched off his phone when they were
together.

And now Jeff was downstairs.

Heart thudding, she walked into the bathroom and locked the door. She
had a list of jobs to do, every one of them urgent, but all she wanted to do
was reread the message waiting for her on her phone.

Can’t wait to see you x

Kristen read it twice and then pressed the phone to her chest as if that
message were a living thing that she could absorb through her skin straight
into her heart. Those words filled the big empty space inside her. They
made her feel warm and cared for and connected. It was ridiculous that a
simple message could make her happy, and yet it did. It was the kind of
happiness that anesthetized you against all the trials of life, and there was
no shortage of those, particularly right now when she felt raw and bruised
by her mother.

Kristen had spent days planning the party to make it perfect, and yet her
mother was behaving as if she was doing Kristen a favor by being there.
They’d never had the easiest of relationships, and normally this latest



episode would have upset Kristen so much she would have reached the
point of screaming at herself in the mirror (an escape outlet with fewer
consequences than actually screaming at her mother), but right now she
didn’t even care. She’d done what she could to celebrate the birthday and
her father. She’d done everything she could to support her mother after
Cameron Lapthorne’s death. She’d tried to be thoughtful and caring and
now she was done.

You couldn’t help someone who didn’t want to be helped. Her mother
could turn up to the event in her nightdress if she wanted to. She could give
a speech or not give a speech. She could read from the Kama Sutra. It didn’t
matter to Kristen. Everything that had seemed important to her, no longer
seemed important because her priorities had changed over the past few
weeks.

The only thing that mattered was the message and how it made her feel.

It turned out that the woman on the end of the grief helpline had been
right about her needing self-care. But she hadn’t needed a hot bath or hand
cream. She’d needed Jeff.

Of all the problems Kristen had encountered in her life, she was
completely unprepared for the one she was currently dealing with. She was
obsessed with a man who was not her husband.

Even thinking it shocked her. Occasionally she wondered what had
happened to her. Had she had a personality change overnight? Fallen asleep
and woken up in someone else’s body? Knocked her head in her sleep?
Taken something without knowing it?

For twenty-eight years Kristen had been a loyal and devoted wife. She’d
raised two children, juggled the demands of the home with the demands of
her very busy job (she adored her father but working for him hadn’t been
easy), supported her husband even though there were days when they saw
so little of each other she could barely remember what he looked like. Even
when she was spending yet another night alone in their house, she’d still
been proud of him.

But losing her father had changed everything. She’d lost a piece of
herself, too.

Did she still love Theo? Under the layers of hurt and resentment, was the
feeling she’d had for him alive? Maybe. But right now Theo couldn’t, or
wouldn’t, give her what she needed.

She should be feeling guilty, she knew that. But she wasn’t.



Her feelings for Jeff weren’t about satisfying a whim. This was about
survival. This was about her.

Thanks to Jeff she felt better than she had in a long time. Thanks to Jeff
she no longer felt like killing Theo. Jeff had saved two lives.

She put the phone down and gazed at herself in the mirror. She tucked a
strand of her softly styled hair behind her ear and wondered why no one had
said anything about her new look. Instead of her usual chic, sharp bob she’d
gone for something choppy and textured. Feminine. Her stylist had added
streaks of light gold and champagne and the overall look had been so
different and dazzling that for a moment she’d had to check it actually was
her in the mirror and not someone else.

You look like a different person, her stylist had said, and Kristen had
started to panic because although she loved her new look, she was worried
she would draw attention to herself and she didn’t want that. She’d walked
out of the salon feeling nervous, but still she’d been unable to resist the
temptation to move her head from side to side every few minutes just so
that she could feel the silken swish of her newly styled hair.

She’d felt jumpy all day, braced for someone to notice but no one had
said anything. Theo hadn’t noticed because he rarely noticed details about
anyone unless they were bleeding or had a limb hanging off. Hannah had
been home from medical school for the evening looking exhausted and far
too pale, but she’d been distracted by something and had barely seemed to
notice her mother.

Thinking of Hannah dimmed her happiness slightly.

Kristen had been determined that her relationship with her children was
going to be different (and by that she meant better!) than the one she had
with her own mother. She’d always made sure they knew they could come
to her with anything, and that she would listen and never judge (and if she
did judge, she would do so silently). She’d wanted them to know that they
never needed to feel alone with their problems. That she would always be
there for them. She never wanted them to feel the way she’d been feeling
for the past year.

She’d waited for Hannah to tell her what was wrong, and when she
hadn’t Kristen had probed gently. She’d asked about work, she’d asked
about sleep and eating, she’d asked about boyfriends (she’d trodden very
carefully there because there was a fine line between being a caring parent
and overstepping), and finally she’d asked about Lily. Lily Thomas was



Hannah’s closest friend. At that point Hannah had roused herself from her
state of gloom and misery sufficiently to snap that she hadn’t heard from
her since she’d dropped out of medical school. We haven’t spoken. Given
the reaction, Kristen surmised that this was a friendship issue, which was
surprising because Hannah and Lily had been inseparable since they were
young.

She’d felt the usual anxiety that came from witnessing your child in
distress, but she knew there was nothing she could do to help with this. It
was between Lily and Hannah.

And at least Hannah’s preoccupation with her own issues meant that she
wasn’t paying attention to the changes in her mother.

Todd had dropped by briefly to talk to her about something but had left
the moment he’d discovered his sister was there, which had upset Kristen
because her children had always been close. Unfortunately Hannah didn’t
like Amelie, which was going to make for fun family gatherings in the
future.

But right now, her children’s problems weren’t her priority.

She was her priority. At this precise moment she was the most important
person in her life (it felt sacrilegious to think that because usually being a
parent was all about coming last).

She’d arrived at the Lapthorne mansion earlier in the day and no one had
so far seemed to notice that she’d changed her hair and bought a new dress
that skimmed her new, slimmer frame (she’d never be a size zero but she
wasn’t sure her personality would fit into size zero, so she was fine with
that).

She might have been depressed at this apparent confirmation that women
over forty were invisible had it not been for the fact that to one person at
least, she definitely wasn’t invisible.

She’d read somewhere that to be truly happy a person had to be living a
life aligned with their values, but that clearly wasn’t true because she was
happier than she’d ever been, and her values were currently being
overridden by her impulses. She, Kristen Jennifer Buckingham, who
disapproved deeply of people who had affairs, was about to embark on an
affair. It hadn’t actually happened yet, although she’d been emotionally
unfaithful on multiple occasions in recent weeks.

The night before she’d eaten her dinner alone at home but instead of
feeling upset and lonely, she’d thought about Jeff. She thought about Jeff



when she was doing the laundry, when she was driving to the office, when
she was staring at her computer. She thought about him so frequently she
was terrified she was going to start talking in her sleep. Jeff, Jeff, I love you,
Jeff. As a precaution, she’d taken to sleeping in one of the spare rooms
using the excuse of Theo’s unpredictable hours.

Theo’s job meant that he was often called in to operate on complicated
cases, usually at the most inconvenient moments. When they’d met, she’d
been drawn to the sheer heroism of what he did. He was a trauma surgeon.
He worked eighty hours a week and slept six hours a night. But he saved
lives.

As someone whose life had been saved by doctors, Kristen couldn’t think
of a more important profession. Without doctors she wouldn’t be here
(without doctors she wouldn’t now be in a position to contemplate having
an affair with Jeff). But being married to a surgeon had its downsides, and
one of those was the unpredictability of her life.

It was the unpredictability of life that had caused a woman to fall down
three flights of stairs in her apartment building two months previously. If it
hadn’t been for her injuries Theo wouldn’t have been called away from the
dinner party they’d been attending, and Kristen wouldn’t have shared a cab
home with Jeff Singer, the art editor of a major newspaper, whom she knew
vaguely from her work with her father. He had flirted shamelessly with her
from the moment Theo had left the room. If Theo hadn’t been called to the
hospital that night, Kristen might never have felt the way she was feeling
now.

And the way she was feeling was extraordinary, not just because of her
age—she was forty-eight and had always assumed she was well past the age
to be considered affair material—but because she just wasn’t that type of
person.

There had been a moment in her childhood when her parents had
separated, and she still remembered the trauma of that. She had no idea of
the reason behind her parents’ near split, because that period in their lives
had never been spoken of again, but she knew her mother had instigated it
and the knowledge had made her protective of her father.

They’d got back together, but Kristen had never felt secure again. She’d
vowed that her children would never have reason to doubt her and Theo’s
relationship.

They would stick with each other through thick and thin.



And even now she wasn’t contemplating divorce.

She would not disrupt her children’s lives or scar them in any way.
(Every time she thought about what divorce had done to her friend Trisha’s
kids she shuddered—the amount spent on therapy alone would have bought
a house on Beacon Hill.)

She was simply making her own life a little happier, and surely no one
would blame her for trying to find some joy in her life.

Despite her loneliness and her confused feelings toward Theo, she knew
she probably wouldn’t have let the relationship with Jeff develop into
anything had he not pursued her so relentlessly. It had been flattering, at her
age, to be irresistible to someone. And it wasn’t just that he was interested
in her physically, he was interested in all of her. He encouraged her to talk
about everything and anything. He wanted to know every detail of her
childhood, particularly her memories of her father. No one else wanted to
hear her memories of her father, but Jeff did. He listened attentively and
asked endless questions until she’d ended up telling him things she’d never
told anyone before, even Theo. And if occasionally she felt a brief shimmer
of worry that he knew so much about her, she dismissed it. Trust was all
part of intimacy, and true intimacy was a gift.

She read the message again.

I've arrived. Can’t wait to see you.

Their messages were usually neutral and safe, in case someone else
caught a glimpse.

And what was he doing asking Winston about The Girl on the Shore?
He’d already asked her about that painting, and she’d told him it didn’t
exist. Presumably he’d been establishing his credentials to avert any
suspicion.

Was she in love with Jeff? Maybe. Or maybe not, it was too soon to
know. But she did know that he was exactly what she needed right now.

He’d started pushing to spend more time with her, which was flattering.
But even if she could conjure up a plausible excuse for an overnight
absence, where would they go? The idea of checking into a motel as Mr.
and Mrs. Smith and paying cash didn’t appeal. It felt sordid, and Kristen
was determined never to be sordid.

But that problem was for later. For now, she had an event to host.



She refreshed her lipstick, took another look at herself in the mirror and
then almost jumped out of her skin when her phone rang.

Maybe she wasn’t cut out for this. She hadn’t actually embarked on an
affair yet and already she felt alternately giddy and guilty. It was like the
impulse you had to eat fast food, even though you knew it was bad for you.

She grabbed her phone and saw Theo’s name on the screen.

Theo never called when he was working and it was unsettling that he was
calling now, when she’d been thinking of another man.

“Theo? I wasn’t expecting to hear from you. Have you been operating?”

“We lost the patient.”

“Oh.” Kristen had a momentary image of a patient running undetected
around hospital corridors, even though she knew that wasn’t what he meant.
“I’m sorry. I hope you’re not blaming yourself. If you couldn’t save the
patient, no one could.” She believed that. The fact that Theo had turned out
to be a semi-absent husband was in part due to the fact he was fully present
in his job.

“His car was hit side on by another car. The driver was looking at his
phone.”

She knew how difficult he found this part of his job. When someone
died, no matter how severe the injuries, Theo felt a sense of personal
failure. He’d told her once that he had to believe he’d succeed, or he
wouldn’t have the confidence to try. But she also knew that he had a
perfectionist trait that made him single-minded. Hannah shared that trait. It
was both admirable and aggravating to those around them.

“Do you want to talk about it?” The question was a formality. She knew
he wouldn’t want to talk about it. Theo never talked about it, just as he
didn’t want to talk about how lost she felt without her father. Theo didn’t
like talking about emotions, his or other people’s. His cure for a bad day
was a large gin and tonic and half an hour on the sofa with his headphones
and Brahms. “Theo?”

“Maybe.”

Maybe? Kristen couldn’t have been more surprised if he’d announced
that he was giving up surgery and joining the church. “All right.” She trod
cautiously on unfamiliar territory. “I’m listening.”

She tried not to think about Jeff waiting for her downstairs, or the other
guests, or all the things she still had to do.



“Not over the phone. I’m on my way to you. I should be with you in an
hour. We’ll talk then.”

On his way? “You’re coming here?” It was hard enough to get Theo to
show up somewhere when he’d made a commitment, but in all their years
together he’d never surprised her by showing up when he wasn’t expected.
He hadn’t shown up when her father died.

“That’s why I’m calling. I know it’s not the perfect time, but I just want
to be near you and the kids. If that has to be with a crowd around us, then
that’s fine.”

Kristen’s shock (when had Theo ever said I just want to be near you and
the kids?) was followed by a rush of panic as another message arrived on
her phone.

Drinking champagne in the rose garden.

Jeff was drinking champagne in the rose garden. Jeff was waiting for her.

And her husband was about to leave the hospital and join them.

“I thought you couldn’t make it?” Kristen thought frantically. This was
not a situation she’d anticipated. “You don’t have to come. I’ve already told
my mother you won’t be here. We understand, Theo. Your work is
important. More important than us.”

“That’s not true. And if ever I needed a reminder of that, I’ve had one.”
His voice sounded strange. Thickened and distant and difficult to
understand.

She kept thinking of Jeff in the rose garden. Her new shiny hair. Her
plans.

“Theo, the signal is terrible. Your voice sounds weird. I can’t understand
what you’re saying.”

“The guy who just died—it wasn’t some stranger, Kristen. It was
Michael.”

“Michael?” Her mind went blank, possibly because the only name in her
head right now was Jeff. She rummaged in her memory for a Michael.
“Michael who?”

“Our Michael. Michael Dent.”

And she realized that the reason Theo sounded strange was because he
was crying. Theo, who never cried about anything, was crying so hard she
couldn’t make out his words. Her strong, emotionless husband was so
overwhelmed with emotion that it was virtually pouring down the phone.



“Oh, Theo—"” The room reeled, and she leaned her shoulders against the
wall. “Not Michael.”

Michael Dent had trained at the same time as Theo. They’d done their
surgical residency together. He’d been best man at their wedding and Theo
had been best man at his. They’d been close to his wife, Trisha, and had
taken several vacations together. Michael and Trisha had two kids a little
younger than Todd and Hannabh. In the early days, Trisha and Kristen had
met for lunch once a month and commiserated on the challenges of being
married to a surgeon who was married to his job. Trisha had joked that at
least they didn’t have to worry about their husbands having affairs, because
they didn’t have time. And then Michael had apparently found the time,
because three years ago he’d left Trisha for a woman called Candy who
he’d met online, which Trisha felt made things worse because it meant he’d
been actively looking. She’d vented her feelings in a long phone call to
Kristen. He didn’t have time to take the trash out, but he had time to find
himself a new woman.

Michael had lost weight, bought a sports car and married Candy. Kristen
and Theo had stopped socializing with them. (Even if Kristen could have
made it through a whole backyard barbecue without impaling Candy with a
chicken skewer, she would have felt too disloyal to Trisha who had been a
mess for the first year.)

It was all very awkward because Theo was still loyal to Michael and the
two men worked together, but Kristen had seen how close to the edge
Trisha was and was adamant that she wasn’t going to make it worse by
enveloping Candy into their social circle. In the end they compromised, and
Michael and Theo played golf once a month and grabbed a few drinks
together occasionally after work.

Kristen hadn’t seen Michael for ages, and now she would never see him
again because Michael had been hit by a car. Michael was dead.

What would Trisha think? Trisha had dropped off the radar lately and
Kristen suspected she might be seeing someone. She hoped she was. She
deserved happiness.

And so did Kristen, but right now her husband was crying, and her lover-
to-be was waiting for her in the rose garden with a glass of champagne in
his hand, and life was a complicated, unpredictable mess.

“Theo—"



“I try and detach from cases.” Theo was still crying, great thumping sobs
that turned his words into something close to unintelligible. “It’s the way I
operate—literally—but this was Michael, and he wasn’t just a surgical
challenge he was my friend. And the family member waiting for news
wasn’t a stranger, it was his wife.”

Kristen thought, Which wife?

“Candy was there?”

“Trisha. She had Lulu and Richard with her. They were dressed in shorts
and T-shirts because they’d been waiting for him to come home so they
could have a backyard barbecue. They do it once a month to try and keep
things civil.”

Kristen remembered Trisha talking about it. I do it for the kids and it
almost kills me.

And the reason it almost killed Trisha was because despite everything
that had happened, she still loved Michael and playing happy families had
been torture.

“How was Trisha?” If this had happened a few years earlier when
Michael had just met Candy, Kristen might have suspected Trisha of being
the one who had T-boned the car.

“Distraught. She threw herself at me and said Tell me you saved him,
Theo, and I almost told her I had because I so badly wanted it to be true.
Instead I had to tell them that there would be no more backyard barbecues,
and the whole time I was talking I was wondering how many barbecues
Michael had missed over the years because he was working and if he would
have got himself to more had he known he had a limited number, and I tried
to remember the last time I was present for a whole family meal.”

“Don’t think about that now. It’s not the time.”

“It’s the perfect time.” He was still crying, and Kristen realized that she
was crying, too.

She was crying for Michael, who had been a sweet and kind man before
he’d decided to leave his wife, and she was crying for Trisha, who had now
lost Michael twice, and for their kids, who would go through the rest of
their lives without a father present for their key moments. She was crying
for Theo, who hadn’t been able to save his friend and maybe she was crying
for herself because she was poised on the edge of a new and better life, and
she could feel herself being dragged back inside the confines of the old one.

She tried to calm him down.



“It doesn’t matter that you missed a few family meals. You and Michael
are both dedicated surgeons. This is who you are, Theo. And your families
accept that because we’re proud of what you do.” She realized she’d used
the present tense, which was correct for Theo but not for Michael, who was
now in the past tense.

One unpredictable event and suddenly you were moved into the past
tense. Life was brutal.

“What if I don’t want to be this person anymore, Kristen? What if I don’t
want to prioritize strangers over my own family? Michael was on his way to
work. If he’d stayed home with his family, he’d be alive now. What if I
don’t want to be the guy who misses the barbecue. What if I want to be the
guy who is there for his kids?”

What about being the man who is there for his wife?

“They’re not kids anymore. Todd is twenty-eight. He’s about to get
married.” She didn’t want to think about that right now. “Hannah is twenty-
four. And they’re proud of you.”

She tried to be tactful. It might be a bit harsh to point out that the time to
be there for his kids had passed. That this sudden revelation might have had
more relevance had it happened a couple of decades ago.

“Maybe what I’m saying is that I just want to spend more time with my
family. When I was looking at Michael’s body, do you know what I was
wondering?” His voice was still thickened, but steadier. “I was wondering
when he last kissed Trisha. When he last made love to Trisha.”

This was surreal. “Er—a while ago, I should imagine. He’s been married
to Candy for two years.”

“Yes, Candy. I—I meant Candy. Except—"

“Except what?”

“Nothing. It’s nothing. Just something that—no, never mind.”

Was it nothing or was it something? And if it was something then what
was that something? And did she want to know?

Theo was all over the place, and it was so unlike him Kristen was
alarmed. “You should sit down for a moment, Theo. Do you want me to
come and get you?” She hoped he didn’t want her to, but if he said yes she
would go because this was Theo, and they had two children together, and he
was a good man, and she probably still loved him even though he hadn’t
been there for her when her father died. (Why couldn’t she get that out of
her head? It was buried there like a splinter.)



“I don’t need you to come and get me. I don’t know what I need. That’s
why I’'m coming home. The strange thing is we know better than most that
life is fleeting and can change in an instant, but still we sometimes forget
that. I'm not going to forget it again, Kristen, I promise.”

“Okay.” What did that mean? She didn’t recognize the guy on the phone.
This just wasn’t Theo.

“I don’t know when I last told you I love you, but it was probably too
long ago. I love you, Kristen. When did I last tell you you’re beautiful?”

“I—" She was about to say yesterday, and then remembered it had been
Jeff who had told her that when they’d sneaked a quick meeting in a gallery
coffee shop.

“You are beautiful. I thought so this morning when you were standing in
the kitchen with the sun shining on your hair. I should have said so, but I
was in a hurry to get to work.”

The conversation was becoming more unsettling by the minute.

It had been years since anyone told her she was beautiful, and now she’d
been told it two days running by two different men.

“Theo, you need to breathe and calm down.”

“You probably think I don’t notice, but I do. I love your new hair. I love
your new dress with the blue swirls that looks like a Monet.”

Theo never noticed what she was wearing. He didn’t notice when she’d
done her hair, or when she had a new outfit. She’d accepted that as part of
who he was. His mind was usually on higher things.

But now he’d noticed. And his attention could not have come at a worse
time.

The irony wasn’t lost on her.

She’d smartened herself up for Jeff, and in doing so had caught Theo’s
attention.

Michael was dead and now Theo was coming to the party because the
death of his friend had affected him in the way the death of hundreds of
strangers hadn’t. The loss of that particular life had made him question how
he was living his.

And she understood because wasn’t that exactly what had happened to
her? It had taken her father’s death to make her realize that she needed to do
something about her unhappiness.

She’d waited all these years for her husband to be more present and now,
when she’d finally found a way to fill the void, he decided to show up.



She wanted to scream at the unfairness of it. Images of her and Jeff
sneaking a quick kiss in the rose garden were tarnished by another image
that included Theo bursting through the blooms to look for her in this new
spirit of closeness.

It was much easier to contemplate an affair when your husband wasn’t
present in your life. She’d almost convinced herself that Theo wouldn’t
even care. He was big on outsourcing—get a nanny, get a gardener, get a
cleaner. In her head she was simply outsourcing her loneliness and her sex
life. Get a friend and a lover.

All that would have to go on hold for now until Theo reverted to his
normal self, which she was sure would happen quickly. Theo was addicted
to work.

“You’ve had a horrible shock, Theo.” Her phone buzzed and she checked
it quickly, but this time it wasn’t Jeff. It was Amelie’s mother.

Call me! Urgent.

Kristen felt a ripple of irritation. The woman was so rude. And why
would Amelie’s mother be calling, and today of all days when Kristen was
in the middle of masterminding the most important event she’d ever run?

As well as the party, Kristen already had Jeff to think about, and her
mother, and now Theo. There was no way she had time for Amelie’s
mother. Whatever it was that was “urgent” was going to have to wait. But
the call stirred up another anxiety that she’d been trying to ignore, which
was that her son was making a horrible mistake by marrying Amelie, and
not only because his mother-in-law would make his life a misery. Todd and
Amelie were utterly wrong for each other. She had no idea why Todd had
proposed, but as a parent there was only so much you could say or do to
steer your child away from disaster. Sometimes you just had to watch the
crash happening and prepare yourself to clear up the mess afterward.

Thinking about messes made her realize Theo was still talking.

“I’ll be there soon,” he said. “Bill is going to cover for me. This is an
important day for you. It’s a celebration of your parents. I want to be there
with you, Todd and Hannah.”

“I haven’t seen Hannah. I don’t think she’s here yet.” She thought of
Hannah’s pale face and hollow eyes. She thought about Lily. We haven't
spoken. And she remembered that Todd had said he’d wanted to speak to
her. Was that related to the fact that Amelie’s mother was calling? Maybe



she was calling about the party. Was she upset that she and her husband
hadn’t been invited today? Kristen had finalized the guest list weeks ago,
before Todd’s out-of-the-blue proposal. She’d been determined not to make
any more last-minute changes.

“I’ll message Hannah,” Theo said. “If she’s still at the hospital I can give
her a ride out. Will you call Trisha?”

Kristen’s head started to throb. Maybe Trisha would hate hearing from
her because Theo was the one who hadn’t managed to save Michael. Did
Trisha blame Theo? Did Trisha even care? Had she looked at Michael’s
body and thought, No! I can’t believe you’ve gone, or had she thought, You
got what you deserved.

But Theo was right. Whatever her reaction, Kristen needed to call her,
and she needed to find Jeff, just in case Theo did show up.

And amidst all the chaos, she had to mastermind the event she’d
organized, keep an eye on her mother, find time to talk to Todd, call
Amelie’s mother back and give a speech.

It was enough to make you want to run away.



4

Cecilia

Cecilia took the outfit that Kristen had laid out for her and hung it in the

closet between her long black coat and a silver evening dress she’d never
worn. Instead of dressing for a party and a public appearance, she pulled on
a floaty summer dress that was cool and comfortable and covered all the
parts of her she had no wish to display. It didn’t really matter what she wore
because providing her plan worked, no one she knew was going to see her.

Through the open window she could hear the string quartet playing
Mozart and she wished they’d play something else because Mozart made
her think of Cameron and right now she didn’t want to be reminded of
Cameron.

She checked that her bedroom door was locked, and then pulled out one
of her larger suitcases and placed it on a chair.

Part of her couldn’t believe she was doing this.

She’d promised herself that she wouldn’t ever go back to Dune Cottage
and here she was packing a case.

Any guilt she might have felt for not attending her own party was
neutralized by the knowledge that she’d made it clear that she hadn’t
wanted this event to happen. Kristen would just have to handle it, and no
doubt she’d do so with her usual competence.

She filled the case without wasting time. Underwear, nightwear, dresses,
capri pants and several warm sweaters. Anything she saw, she stuffed into
the case. When it was full, she threw the novel she was reading on top of
her clothes, along with the birthday gift Todd had given her, and then
zipped the case shut.



Now all she had to do was find a way to leave the house without being
seen. Fortunately, her car was parked next to the stable block, which was
separate from the rest of the house and gardens and out of view of the
guests.

What would Kristen say when Cecilia didn’t make an appearance? She’d
be frustrated, and then concerned.

Cecilia didn’t want her daughter to worry, so she reached for a piece of
paper and scribbled a note.

I’ve gone away for a few days. I think your generation calls it “me
time.” Don’t worry about me. I’ll be in touch.

No doubt Kristen would take this as further evidence that her mother had
finally lost her grip on reality and needed urgent medical help, but the only
other option was not to leave a note and she wouldn’t put it past Kristen to
report her as a missing person. The last thing she needed was a search party
looking for her.

She placed the note on the bed where Kristen was sure to see it, then
walked to the window and looked down into the garden. Crowds of people
had already arrived and were enjoying the gardens. She could see Winston
making polite conversation with two elderly women who she recognized as
being members of a local art society, and there was Todd talking to a young
woman who wasn’t Amelie.

Cecilia wondered why Amelie wasn’t coming. She barely knew her, but
she’d seemed the type that would have to be half-dead before missing an
event like this. And just as she had that thought she saw a car pull up at the
front of the house. Amelie stepped out, balancing on heels that surely
should have given her altitude sickness.

She stalked across the lawn to where Todd was in conversation, swiping
a glass of champagne on the way.

Did Todd know she’d changed her mind about coming?

Cecilia opened her mouth and closed it again. What was she going to do?
Shout from the window? She was too far away for him to hear her. And it
wasn’t as if Todd was doing anything he shouldn’t be doing. He was
talking, that was all. Socializing.

Still, she watched with a sense of foreboding as Amelie finally reached
him and then winced as the contents of the glass hit Todd full in the face.



She couldn’t hear what Amelie was saying but judging from her body
language and the way her face turned puce as she shouted, it wasn’t
anything polite. Heads turned as people tried to locate the source of the
commotion.

Cecilia stood still, transfixed by the drama unfolding below.

Two security staff stepped forward and Cecilia saw Todd give a quick
shake of his head and gesture to them to stand back. He wiped his face with
his other hand and tried to take Amelie’s arm, but she shook him off and
said something in reply that made his shoulders tense.

Cecilia’s heart ached for him. She had no idea what had happened
between them, but she refused to believe that Todd was to blame. Even if he
was, she would still be on his side. She adored him. Whatever he’d done or
hadn’t done, she was in his corner.

She scanned the crowd again, wondering if Kristen was aware of what
was happening. Cecilia knew how important this event was to her daughter.
The last thing she needed was more family drama.

At first there was no sign of Kristen, and then she spotted a swirl of blue
and saw her daughter in the rose garden talking to a man who had his back
to Cecilia. From Cecilia’s vantage point it didn’t look like a casual
conversation. Like most artists she was observant, and there was something
not quite right about what she was observing now.

Cecilia squinted to get a better look. Who was it? Not Theo, obviously.
He wasn’t coming, and, anyway, Theo was taller than this man, who
seemed to be eye level with Kristen. Theo had wide shoulders and slightly
messy hair because he could rarely find the time to get it cut. This man had
close-cropped hair and was standing really close to Kristen.

As she watched, she saw Kristen reach out and touch the man’s arm in a
gesture that could only be described as intimate. He was clearly someone
she felt comfortable touching.

Celia found herself repositioning the pieces of the puzzle that had been
forming in her head. Kristen’s newly highlighted hair. Kristen’s slim figure
and new dress.

And she felt a ripple of alarm because she knew what this was.

She recognized the signs. If Kristen and the unknown man currently
standing in her garden weren’t sleeping together yet, they would be soon.
And then what? What did it mean?

Cecilia felt shaky.



Kristen, having an affair? Why? Was she unhappy in her marriage? Had
Cecilia missed something? Had Theo cheated on her, and this was about
revenge? Or was this a delayed reaction to Cameron’s death?

She had a thousand questions and no answers.

Sickness swirled in her stomach because this was a trigger for her. Even
after all these years, it was a trigger.

Cecilia took another look out of the window and from her vantage point
high up in the house she saw something else. She saw Theo’s car pulling
into the long, tree-lined driveway and heading toward the house. No. That
wasn’t possible, was it? Theo was at the hospital saving lives. Theo wasn’t
coming to the party.

But as he parked and stepped out of the car there was no mistaking him.

And unless Kristen ended her assignation in the next two minutes, Theo
was about to find his wife in the rose garden with another man.

First drama with Todd, and now drama with Kristen. Should she stay?
She hadn’t thought her absence would make much difference, but now she
was wondering.

Should she message her daughter?

She was about to reach for her phone when she saw Kristen appear alone
from the rose garden and head toward the area where champagne was being
served in long-stemmed glasses.

There was no sign of either Todd or Amelie, who must have disappeared
while Cecilia was watching Kristen.

And now that Kristen had moved, Cecilia could finally see the identity of
the man she’d been talking to.

She gasped and stepped back so suddenly she knocked her calves against
a chair.

No. It couldn’t be.

But it was. She recognized him instantly. And she had no need to ask
herself what he was doing here.

Jeff Singer.

And now she knew exactly who had been asking those questions about
The Girl on the Shore.

Oh, he was clever. So clever. Cameron had known that and hadn’t trusted
him. And he’d been right not to do so. If Cameron were still alive, this man
wouldn’t have been allowed to set foot in the place. She hated him, and
Cameron had hated him, too.



But Cameron was no longer alive, and the presence of this man wouldn’t
raise a single question. He was an art editor, known for his often brutal
opinions and blunt commentary. He was famous in the art world, having
worked at an auction house and then as an art dealer before following in his
father’s footsteps and finding his way into journalism. It was logical that he
would be on the invitation list. His presence here wouldn’t be a surprise to
any of the other guests, but it was a surprise to Cecilia (the fact that he
dared set foot on her property made her blood boil), although it shouldn’t
have been because she was acquainted with his ruthless ways and
underhand tactics.

The bigger surprise though was the fact that he’d been almost holding
hands with Kristen in the rose garden. Cecilia didn’t know what was going
on, but she was confident that Jeff Singer’s interest in Kristen had nothing
to do with her freshly highlighted hair or newly minted body. Unless she
was mistaken, he had a very different agenda.

Did Kristen know that? How well did she know him?

She felt concern for her daughter. What did this relationship mean to her?
Was this a fun flirtation or something more? Did she care for the man?
Because if she did, then she was in trouble and a world of pain lay ahead.

If she had a closer relationship with her daughter, she might have found a
way to steer Kristen away from him.

For the first time since his death, Cecilia wished Cameron were here so
that she had someone to discuss this with. Someone to deal with Jeff.

She stood, frozen by indecision. Should she warn Kristen? No, she
couldn’t do that without revealing that she’d been watching them. And she
couldn’t warn her without revealing secrets that she and Cameron had kept
safe for a long time.

And seeing Jeff had put an end to her indecision. She had to leave. She
had no choice.

She didn’t want to see him. It said a lot that she preferred the idea of
going back to the cottage on the Cape, even though the thought of it made
her feel nauseous.

And as for Kristen—she was a grown woman. Cecilia knew that any
interference from her would not be welcome and might even push her
daughter closer to Jeff.

Right now, Cecilia had more important things to worry about than the
state of her daughter’s marriage.



She lifted her case, took a final look at the envelope waiting for Kristen
on the bed and left her bedroom. She took the back stairs, just to be safe,
and met no one as she walked through the door that led directly to the
stables.

Her car was parked where she’d left it, and no one was around to witness
her hasty departure.

She drove toward the roughly made track that led through the woodland
to the road. Few people knew about this entrance, and it was the perfect
way to avoid being seen. Still her hands felt sweaty on the wheel, and she
kept expecting someone to stop her.

It was a relief to reach the road. She tried not to think about what was
going to happen when they discovered she’d gone. It was possible that
Kristen would be so tied up handling the surprise appearance of her
husband, or the drama unfolding in Todd’s life, that she might not notice for
a while. And when Cecilia’s absence was eventually noticed, no one would
know where she was.

She’d stop on the way and pick up some provisions to keep her going for
a few days. Cameron had said in his letter that he’d arranged for the place
to be maintained and kept ready for guests, so hopefully the place should be
habitable.

One of the advantages of Dune Cottage was that they had no immediate
neighbors. Early in their marriage it had provided an idyllic escape. She and
Cameron would spend their days painting, absorbed by the landscape, their
work and each other. They’d walk on the beach, eat lobster rolls dripping
with butter and sleep with the windows open, the sound of the ocean filling
their heads.

But then everything had changed. And The Girl on the Shore was the
reason for that.

He was supposed to have destroyed it.

Did you destroy it, Cameron?

Trying not to think about that, she focused on the road. Even though it
had been years since she’d last done this drive, it was so familiar it felt as if
she’d driven it yesterday.

She took the historic “Old King’s Highway” which followed the northern
coast of the Cape, because she wasn’t in a hurry and was willing to tolerate
some congestion in exchange for the scenery and a dose of nostalgia.



She tried not to think about the times she and Cameron had driven this
route in those early days, driving with the top down, wind blowing her hair
into a tangle.

The road wound its way through Sandwich and Barnstable, past the
beaches of Cape Cod Bay and along tree-shaded roads dotted with
wildflowers, historic houses and quaint local stores. She stopped in
Yarmouth and bought herself an ice cream, and then drove onward to
Orleans where she bought a lobster roll and ate it while gazing at the sea.

For a moment she was transported back in time. She was young again
and madly in love with Cameron, full of optimism and hope for the future.

The world had seemed like a wonderful place.

From Orleans she headed toward the tip of Cape Cod, past miles of sandy
beaches.

She stopped outside a small store to stock up on provisions. She bought
fresh bread, milk, berries, thick sliced ham, a mixture of French cheeses and
an expensive bottle of white wine. That would do her for now, and she’d
figure the rest out later.

She paid and then loaded her bags into the car.

On impulse, she checked her phone, but there was nothing. No missed
calls and no messages, which presumably meant that Kristen either hadn’t
yet discovered her absence or hadn’t had time to do anything about it.

Knowing that this was the last time she’d have a reliable signal, she
dropped the phone back into her bag and prepared to make the last stage of
the journey.

She stared straight ahead for a moment, bracing herself for what was to
come.

This was the part she’d been dreading. Up until now she’d managed to
fool herself that this journey was nothing more than a scenic road trip. An
escape.

What was coming next was reality. Cameron was gone, but the farther
she drove north the more he seemed alive again. The memories were
everywhere and once she reached the cottage, she’d be surrounded by them.

She had a sudden urge to delay her arrival for as long as possible.

Switching off the engine she retrieved Todd’s gift from her suitcase and
unwrapped it.

At first she thought he’d given her a notebook, but then she realized it
was a planner, the cover inlaid with silver foil, the pattern subtle and



beautiful.

A planner, for the year ahead.

She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. What was she supposed to do
with this? She didn’t need a planner for the life she was living.

She opened it and a note fell out. She recognized Todd’s writing.

Take it a day at a time, Nanna.

Her vision swam and for a moment she clutched the planner and then put
it carefully back in her bag.

She had no use for it, but she appreciated the sentiment.

Right now, the only day she needed to get through was this one.

Grabbing her sweater, she locked the car and headed toward the beach.

Perhaps what lay ahead would seem easier if she arrived after dark.



5

Lily

Lily worked on her painting, lost in her own creation, until the sun set and

the light faded.

It calmed her mind and she wished, for a moment, that this could be a
job. That her parents might understand and say our daughter is an artist
with the same pride they would have said our daughter is a doctor.

But she wasn’t an artist, was she? She was just someone who enjoyed
painting.

And her parents didn’t understand.

It was up to her to find a way to make this life work. So far she hadn’t
managed that.

She took a shower, changed into shorts and an old T-shirt, and poured
herself a glass of homemade lemonade from the jug she’d filled the day
before.

She didn’t feel like eating so she sat for an hour on the deck, nursing her
lemonade and appreciating the warmth of the evening. Slivers of light
danced across the surface of the water and the air smelled of salt and
summer. She shifted her gaze from the ocean to the vast inky sky patterned
with shimmering stars and felt her problems shrink.

Here, perched on the edge of a continent, her past life felt a long way
away.

It felt like a place for forgetting. For forgiving. For planning a fresh start.

Somewhere out there medical students were hunched over laptops
studying. They were studying anatomy, physiology, pathology and
pharmacology.



She was relieved not to be one of them. She might not know what she
wanted to do exactly, but she knew what she didn’t want to do.

She finished her drink, and headed to bed.

It wasn’t late, but she was tired. Since the night she’d packed her bags
and walked out of medical school she often felt tired, mostly because she
didn’t sleep well. The moment she closed her eyes her past swirled round
and round in her brain. During the day optimism won. She felt hopeful and
saw possibilities. Everything was going to work out. At night her brain
punched optimism in the face, and she saw only obstacles and looming
catastrophe. Instead of thinking I've done the right thing, she thought, What
have I done?

She could have been a doctor. She could have made her parents proud.

They’d believed she could have had a good life. Been a success.

One day she was going to figure out exactly what really defined success.
She wasn’t sure, but she knew it wasn’t hating every minute of what you
were doing. She knew it wasn’t waking in the morning dreading the day.

Tired of overthinking, she lay on top of the bed in her sleeping bag,
listening to the sound of the waves. She left the blinds open so she could
still see the stars through the skylights.

She pushed aside guilt about her parents and instead thought of Hannah.
Did Hannah think about her? Presumably not, because she hadn’t sent a
message and it had been months now. Too many months.

She missed Hannah so much.

And now Hannah was going to have Amelie as a sister-in-law.

Amelie would be a member of the family. She’d be there for
Thanksgiving and Christmas. For the rest of his life Todd would be smiling
at Amelie. Kissing Amelie. Amelie, who had made her life a misery.
Amelie, who hid the less wholesome side of her nature behind a dazzling
smile that blinded most people to her more narcissistic tendencies. Maybe it
was wrong of her to think it, but Amelie didn’t deserve anything as good as
Todd to happen in her life.

Which just went to prove that you didn’t get what you deserved.

With a groan of frustration, Lily pushed her face into the pillow. She had
to stop thinking about Amelie. She had to stop thinking about Todd. But
how?

She loved him with every aching bone in her body. She needed to find a
way to stop loving him, but she was still working on that. And in the



meantime she had more immediate problems to deal with—Ilike the fact that
she was now a college dropout with no future.

She needed a new life, a different life, but it wasn’t as if you could order
that online.

Her parents knew about her career crisis, but they didn’t know about
Todd, and she had no intention of telling them. They’d tell her that she was
still young, that there were plenty of fish in the sea (hadn’t they heard of
overfishing?) and that she’d meet someone else eventually. She’d tried that.
She’d dated a couple of guys in college, and one when she was in med
school. They’d all fizzled to nothing. One was a good guy and maybe, just
maybe, if she hadn’t known Todd existed, it might have turned into
something. But she did know Todd existed. And that was the problem.

Lily didn’t want to meet anyone else. She didn’t want to fall in love with
anyone else. She didn’t want to fall in love ever again. It was too painful.
As far as she was concerned, love was like malaria or yellow fever. It was
to be avoided. There had to be a vaccine. There had to be something,
because surely someone must have invented something to make sure human
beings never had to feel this bad. And she couldn’t even blame Todd,
because he’d done nothing. There had been that one kiss (the single best
moment of her life by a long way) but he’d never mentioned it, so she
assumed that he either wished it hadn’t happened or didn’t remember it.
The one good thing was that he had no idea she felt the way she did, which
was a relief, because if he had known she would have had to move to
another country.

Hating herself for not having more willpower, she checked Amelie’s
social media and saw a photograph of her and Todd, followed by a stream
of hashtags: #soulmate #manofmydreams #truelove.

Lily wanted to add a few hashtags of her own, but she used all her
willpower and put her phone down instead.

She closed her eyes, not anticipating that she’d sleep but she must have
done because she was woken by a loud noise coming from somewhere
beneath her.

She lay without moving, and then flinched as she heard breaking glass
and a voice.

Heart pounding, she sprang out of bed. Home invasion. Burglars. Always
a risk for empty properties, especially those on the Cape. And it was
obvious from the noise they were making that they thought the cottage was



empty. It was isolated, so they’d assumed that their presence would go
undetected. They’d do what they wanted to do, take what they wanted to
take and then leave. They hadn’t factored in a witness.

She’d seen enough movies and read enough thrillers to know what
happened to witnesses, and it was never good.

Fear swamped her. She forced her mind to scan the options.

Call the police, obviously.

She reached for her phone and then stopped. If she reported an intruder,
they’d ask her what she was doing there, how she knew, and technically she
was an intruder, too, so she couldn’t do that. Also, if the intruders found her
before the police arrived, it wouldn’t end well.

She sat back on the bed, legs too shaky to support her, heart thundering in
her chest, immobilized by indecision.

She should leave. Get out of here while she could. Then she would report
it. She’d say she saw lights or heard voices. She could figure that part out
later. But now she needed to get out before they decided to check the whole
cottage for valuables and found her instead.

She imagined them dressed in black, with masks covering their faces.
Did they have weapons?

Would her shaky legs allow her to escape? Maybe she should just hide
under the bed. She thought about all the movies she’d seen where the first
thing the bad guys did was look under the bed, so she dismissed that. No
hiding. And no screaming, because there were no immediate neighbors so
no one would hear her and, anyway, they’d be back to the thorny issue of
what she was doing here in the first place.

No, as far as she could see there was only one option.

If she could make it to the second bedroom, she could drop from the
balcony onto the sand dunes below and be gone before anyone was aware
of her existence.

As silently as possible she pulled on her jeans and a T-shirt and stuffed
everything into her backpack. She rolled up her sleeping bag and stuffed
that inside, too.

Then she tiptoed down the narrow flight of stairs that spiraled up to the
loft, and paused on the landing area that was open to the living room below.
She flattened herself against the wall, terrified that one of them might pick
that exact moment to glance up. It was just a few steps to the comparative
safety of the bedroom, but Lily found she couldn’t move. From here she



could see down into the living room and her heart raced as she saw a figure
move into view. The figure grabbed one of the sketches hanging on the
wall, stared at it for a moment and then made an anguished sound and
smashed it on the floor.

Lily jumped, identifying the source of the breaking glass. Not a window,
but the paintings. And not a group of masked men, but one person. A
woman. She yanked another painting from the wall and sent it the way of
the others. Lily watched open-mouthed. Part of her wanted to stop the
woman because this place was her responsibility and she was going to have
to clear up the mess in the morning.

She was going to have to explain to the company (and to the owners,
whoever they were) that she must have forgotten to set the alarm. Would
that invalidate the insurance? If she was right and the paintings the woman
was smashing were valuable, then she was in even bigger trouble than she’d
thought.

As far as she could tell, nothing else had been damaged so far. Why
would someone want to break in just to smash up paintings? Why not steal
them? None of it made sense. And then the woman turned slightly, and Lily
slapped her hand over her mouth to stop her gasp from escaping because
she recognized her.

It was Cecilia Lapthorne.

She’d met her once, when she’d visited the Lapthorne Estate with
Hannah, and there was no mistaking her slight build and short, carefully
styled silvery-white hair.

She watched as Cecilia reached up to remove the final painting from the
wall. The one Lily had been admiring for months. She had to stop herself
from crying out. No. Not that one. Lily felt an almost visceral attachment to
the work. And if she was right and it was a genuine Cameron Lapthorne,
why would Cecilia be smashing it?

But she didn’t smash this one. Instead, she left it where it was and sank
down onto the sofa. And then she started to cry. There was something about
those heartrending sobs that tore at Lily. And now she faced a dilemma.

The urge to go to her and offer comfort was strong, but then she’d have
to confess that she’d been staying here. She’d be arrested. And, anyway,
Cecilia thought she was alone. The tearing sobs were raw and real, and Lily
sensed that she’d only given in to this unrestrained display of emotion
because she believed that there were no witnesses. Cameron Lapthorne had



died a year ago. Cecilia and Cameron had been together for fifty years.
Cecilia had lost Cameron.

Cecilia’s heart was broken.

Lily knew she needed to get out of the cottage, and not only because she
needed to save her own skin. She was trespassing, not just on Cecilia’s
property (if this was indeed Cecilia’s property), but on Cecilia’s emotions.
She was witnessing something that wasn’t supposed to be witnessed.

She needed to give Cecilia privacy, even though part of her was reluctant
to leave someone who was in so much distress. But would revealing herself
help? It wasn’t as if Cecilia knew her. Her presence would bring
awkwardness, not comfort.

Forcing herself to move, she took those few final steps to the second
bedroom. Moving stealthily, she opened the door that led to the small
balcony and dropped her shoes and her backpack onto the sand below. They
landed with a quiet thud, which Cecilia was unlikely to hear above the
sound of her own sobbing. Pushing the balcony door closed behind her, Lily
eased herself over the wooden railing and let herself drop onto the sand
dune below. It was farther than she’d estimated, and she caught her breath
as she landed, but the sand was soft and she scrambled to her feet with no
apparent injury. Grabbing her backpack and her shoes, she sprinted away
from the cottage.

Using the torch on her phone, she’d managed to put two sand dunes
between her and the cottage when she remembered her bike.

She stopped and glanced over her shoulder. If she went back for it now,
she risked being caught. Better to go in the morning and pretend she’d just
arrived to check on the place. That was her job after all. And judging from
the scene she’d witnessed, she had a significant amount of cleaning ahead
of her.

But that wasn’t her real problem. Her real problem was that she’d lost her
home and her sanctuary. No more nights gazing at the ocean and the stars.

She’d never find accommodation this far into the season, at least nothing
that fell inside her budget.

She closed her eyes, feeling defeat close over her.

She was going to have to call her parents and ask for help.



6

Kristen

11
Me time? Who decides to disappear and have ‘me time’ in the middle of

her own party?” Stupefied, Kristen read the note for the twentieth time and
then dropped it back onto the bed where her mother had left it. Her head
throbbed and her feet hurt.

Her plans for the evening were in shreds.

All she wanted right now was for Jeff to sweep her away to a little bistro
near the coast, where they’d share a seafood platter and talk long into the
night. He’d listen to her in that way only he listened, with his gaze fixed on
her face so that he could focus on every word. She would spill out her
feelings and he would catch them (unlike Theo, who usually let them fall on
the floor where he trod on them on his way to the hospital) and she would
feel warm, and heard, and understood and best of all no longer lonely.

But that wasn’t possible. Jeff had left several hours earlier, and Kristen
knew she was supposed to be grateful for that because she didn’t need more
complication, but she didn’t feel grateful. She felt resentful and feeling
resentful made her feel guilty because she knew she shouldn’t be thinking
about herself at a time like this.

After she’d intercepted him in the rose garden and told him what had
happened, Jeff had behaved impeccably. He’d played the role of “guest”
perfectly. Instead of being Jeff her almost lover, he’d turned back into Jeff
the art editor, only a softer version of his usually acerbic self. He’d studied
the paintings on display, asked intelligent questions (she’d always found a
sharp mind more of an erotic draw than broad shoulders) and mingled with
colleagues. Jeff had even laughed and chatted with Theo. At some point as



the evening progressed Jeff had left without a word. Kristen didn’t know
what that meant, and she didn’t have time to think about it now.

As dinner with Jeff wasn’t an option, all she wanted to do was go to bed
and close her eyes and pretend her life wasn’t falling apart, but she didn’t
have that luxury because she had to support Theo, who was an emotional
wreck, and figure out what was happening with her mother. First the party,
and now this.

“Where has she gone? And why?”

Winston looked exhausted. He’d played his part talking to journalists and
guests and he looked as if he’d be happy not to have another conversation
for at least a fortnight. “There are no clues in the note?”

Did he really think she’d be wondering where their mother had gone if
there were clues in the note? Kristen hid her irritation, because she knew
she was only irritated because she was worried, and snapping at Winston
wasn’t going to help that.

“No clues.”

“What do you think we should do, Kris?” He looked at her expectantly
and she knew that whatever she suggested he’d go along with because that
was what he always did.

“I don’t know.” She was used to being the one in control, but right now
she wished someone else would take over. She was tired of responsibility.
Tired of doing the right thing when everyone else just did what they wanted
to do. Tired of keeping every ball in the air by herself. “If you have
suggestions, I’m listening.”

She sat down and removed her shoes, flexing first one foot and then the
other. She’d walked miles today, striding between paintings and problems,
managing and troubleshooting and smiling until her face ached. All without
the help of the most important guest.

Outside it was dark. The guests had left. The champagne had been drunk
and the food eaten. Most of the clearing up had already taken place,
although the crew would be back in the morning to pick up any remaining
detritus.

Kristen lay back on her mother’s bed. When she was discharged from the
hospital as a child having almost died, she’d slept in this bed and Cecilia
had slept next to her, watching her breathe. Every time she’d opened her
eyes, her mother had been there. For the first two nights her father had slept



there, too, and she remembered feeling happy and a little smug because
she’d reunited a family that she’d been sure was broken.

Her memory of the accident was blurry. She remembered her mother
telling her that they were divorcing. She remembered feeling as if her life
had collapsed. She’d yelled at her mother and run out of the house. Her next
memory was of waking up in the hospital and seeing her parents standing
by her bed. Together. They’d talked to the doctors together. They’d watched
her bleeping machines together. They held hands at the same time as
holding her hand.

Cecilia had cried on Cameron’s shoulder, and he’d hugged her and held
her and cried a little himself.

Kristen had never seen her father cry, but he’d cried over her when she
was in the hospital and that, together with the suffocating level of attention
that followed her accident, made her feel loved and safe and part of a family
that just might stay together.

She sat up, pushing those memories away.

Why was she thinking about that now? Possibly because unpredictable
parental behavior unsettled her.

The door opened and Theo entered carrying a tray loaded with wine, beer
and glasses.

Kristen glanced at his face, trying to gauge his mental state. How was he
doing?

When he’d arrived at the party, she’d been terrified that he was going to
have some sort of emotional breakdown and that she was going to have to
try and find a way to support him while still running a major event and
managing the absence of her mother. Theo had surprised her by appearing
to be his normally controlled self.

Instead of coming straight from the hospital, he’d stopped off at home to
shower and change. He’d arrived looking like the calm, steady man she’d
married, and he’d brought Hannah with him.

Kristen had been relieved. On the phone he’d sounded broken and she’d
been nervous about how she was going to deal with it. This version of Theo
she understood. This version she could handle. Hopefully those unsettling
few minutes of unleashed emotion during their phone call were in the past.

“Hannah is on her way up.” He put the tray down on the table and
dropped his jacket over the back of a chair. “Bring me up-to-date. What do
we know?”



“Not much. This was a good idea, Theo.” Winston poured wine into the
glasses. “Genius.”

“I thought we needed it.”

Kristen watched him closely. “Her note simply says that she has gone
away for a while and not to worry about her,” she said. “There are no clues
as to where she has gone or why.”

“Did she take a taxi or drive herself?” Theo drank his glass of wine
quickly and Kristen thought that maybe he wasn’t doing that well after all.
Maybe he was just doing well at disguising how bad he felt.

“I don’t know.”

He had been drinking steadily all afternoon and evening, and Kristen
hadn’t said anything or tried to intervene because she knew he was on edge
and thinking about Michael and she sympathized. She was thinking about
Michael, too (and Trisha), but she’d also had to think about all the guests,
her speech, Jeff and also Todd who had apparently had champagne thrown
in his face by Amelie, which might or might not be linked to the fact that
her phone was telling her she now had twelve missed calls from Amelie’s
mother. (What was wrong with the woman?)

The way her life was right now, Kristen was ready to snatch the bottle out
of Theo’s hand and drink it herself without bothering with the glasses but if
she did that who would unravel the various strands of their family mess?

Winston was looking to her to make decisions and it was becoming clear
that despite his valiant attempts to disguise his personal crisis, Theo was
incapable of thinking of anything except the loss of his friend. Todd might
have had some insight because he was close to his grandmother, but no one
had seen him since Amelie had tried to drown him.

“No one saw her leave as far as we know.” And it didn’t matter how
many times Winston said they shouldn’t worry. She was worried. And
angry with her mother for adding yet another stress to her already stressful
life. Why couldn’t she just have said where she was going like a normal
person? And why couldn’t she have waited until after the party?

“Perhaps we should wait for her to get in touch. We know she’s not in
danger.” Winston was practical. “She said she wants some time to herself.
What’s wrong with that?”

“What’s wrong is that this was supposed to be her party. And Dad’s
exhibition. People were asking questions. There were a hundred people



ready to sing her happy birthday and I had to pretend she had a headache. It
was awkward.”

Winston looked helpless. “You handled it well, Kris.”

Kristen stood up and walked to the window. She didn’t want praise. She
wanted—what did she want?

Not this.

Her entire life was imploding. Her mother was supposed to be here, and
she’d vanished without a word. Theo was supposed to be at the hospital, but
instead he was here at the party, clearly counting the hours until they could
leave and he could stop pretending everything was fine. Jeff had gone. Todd
had disappeared. No one seemed to be doing what they were supposed to be
doing.

Theo picked up the letter and read it carefully. “Where does a person go
for ‘me time’?”

“I don’t know, which is why I’'m worried.” Kristen rubbed her forehead.
She felt guilty that she had so little insight into the thought processes of her
mother. If her mother had needed “me time” why hadn’t she said so? Why
leave a note? “We need to find her, obviously.”

“Why obviously?”

“Because she must be having some kind of breakdown. Why else would
she leave without telling us? She was behaving oddly all day.”

Hannah walked into the room carrying a bottle of sparkling water and a
fruit plate. “Is this the Lapthorne missing persons committee?” She was
wearing a fitted navy dress and her hair was loose around her shoulders.
She looked young and pretty and very tired. “My preliminary investigations
confirm that wherever Nanna has gone, she’s driven there.”

Kristen stared at her. “How do you know?”

“Her car is gone. Detective Work 101.”

“Where did you look?”

“By the stables. That’s where she parks.” Hannah put the fruit plate down
and poured herself water. “What am I missing here? Nanna has gone
AWOL. I don’t see why it’s a big deal.”

“Today was her birthday party.”

“Who hasn’t wanted to run away from a party in their time?” Hannah
helped herself to a grape. “Parties can be exhausting, all that small talk and
smiling and saying things you don’t mean to people you probably don’t
like. Having to share your cake is a big enough reason to cry.”



Kristen didn’t manage to raise a smile. “Have you seen your brother? He
might know where she is.”

“Haven’t seen him.” Hannah put the water down and helped herself to
wine instead. “He’s probably trying to keep Amelie happy, which is a full-
time job I can assure you. Doesn’t leave a lot of time for anything else.”

Kristen felt she should defend Amelie, but she couldn’t bring herself to
do it.

“Do you know why Amelie threw champagne over him?”

“Did she do that?” Hannah brightened. “Mmm. Interesting. Well, he can’t
say I didn’t warn him.”

“Hannah—"

“They’re adults, Mom. Let them get on with it.”

If only it were that easy. “You’re still my children and I will always
worry about you.” Although she would rather not have worried about them
today when her worry quota was already overflowing.

“Remind me never to have kids,” Hannah muttered as she put her glass
down. “We’re fine, Mom.”

Theo looped his arm around Hannah. “It’s good to spend a bit of time
with you. Everything going well at the hospital? I'm proud of you. I hope
you know that.”

Hannah shot him a look of alarm. “Are you okay, Dad?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Because you’re—" Hannah shrugged “—I don’t know. Acting a bit
weird.”

“What’s weird about telling my daughter I’m proud of her?”

“Nothing, except when it’s coming from you. You don’t normally...”
Hannah coughed awkwardly and Theo gave a tired smile.

“And I’m sorry for that. From now on, expect to hear it a lot more from
me. It’s important to say things in case you miss the chance.”

“I...right.” Hannah glanced at Kristen and then back at her father. “As
long as you don’t embarrass me in public.” She patted his hand and
carefully pulled away from him.

Kristen sighed. They were so alike. Both single-minded and focused.
They pushed themselves to their mental and physical limits, and sometimes
beyond.

Ever since she was young, Hannah had put a ridiculous amount of
pressure on herself. Kristen had been one of the few parents who spent her



time trying to stop her child studying and encourage her to take a break. It
was as if Hannah had taken it upon herself to fulfill her father’s
expectations for Todd, too. She was the golden child. Todd was the rebel,
although he wasn’t really a rebel of course. He’d just stood firm about
doing what he wanted to do, and Kristen had quietly admired that about
him.

And right at that moment, Todd strolled into the room. His hair was
ruffled, his collar undone and there were several marks on his previously
pristine white shirt.

Kristen stared at her son. “We’ve been looking for you. What happened?”

“I was dealing with a personal crisis.”

“Is that—blood?”

“Yes.” Todd rubbed at the mark on his shirt. “But only a relatively small
quantity. And it’s mine. Nothing to worry about. There’s plenty left in my
body. I don’t need Dad’s attentions yet.”

“Todd!” Driven by a whole new concern, Kristen hurried toward him.
“What happened?”

“I fell against your holly bush and the landing wasn’t comfortable.”

“You fell—” She frowned. “How?”

Hannah helped herself to another grape. “Amelie pushed him.”

Kristen looked at her daughter. “How do you know that? You said you
hadn’t seen him.”

“I didn’t. But I’'m guessing he didn’t throw himself in a holly bush
voluntarily. He’s not a masochist.”

“Are you serious?” Kristen turned back to Todd. “Did Amelie push you?
First she tries to drown you in champagne and then she tries to lacerate
you? Why?”

“It’s pretty obvious,” Hannah said. “That’s what happens when you hook
up with a—"

“Thank you.” Todd gave his sister a sharp look. “When I want your
opinion on my sex life, I’ll ask for it.”

“I can’t think of anything that interests me less than your sex life. Do you
want me to look at that wound for you? My training is more up-to-date than
Dad’s.”

“I’d rather consult with Dr. Frankenstein.”

“Stop it.” Kristen felt her blood pressure rising. “I have no idea what is
going on between you two, or between you and Amelie, Todd, but it’s time



we talked about it.”

Todd scrubbed at the blood on his shirt with his finger. “I’m handling it.”

Hannah rolled her eyes. “Have you looked in the mirror lately? Because
from where I’m standing it doesn’t look as if you’re handling much. Is that
the holly bush or her fingernails? You should maybe have a tetanus shot.”

He threw her a warning look and Kristen felt almost as worried about
their relationship as she was about Todd’s relationship with his girlfriend.
Why wasn’t Hannah supporting him as she usually would? Something had
obviously happened between them. Was it to do with Amelie? And she still
didn’t know what had happened between Hannah and Lily.

Her head throbbed. She couldn’t think about that now. If Todd said he
was handling it, she had to believe he was handling it.

She almost said as much, and then remembered that at some point she
was going to have to call Amelie’s mother back, so she needed some facts.
“Is this disagreement of yours the reason I have so many missed calls

from Amelie’s mother on my phone?”

Todd winced. “It could be related.”

Hannah rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe her mother is getting involved.
It’s not as if Amelie is sixteen years old. Which one of them are you
marrying?”

“I’m not marrying anyone.” Todd ignored the wine and grabbed a beer. “I
broke it off.”

Hannah’s eyes widened. “You’ve only been engaged for a week.”

“Longest week of my life.”

“Judging from the blood on your shirt and the champagne in your hair,
I’m guessing this parting of ways wasn’t mutual.”

“Your guess would be correct.”

Hannah patted her brother on his shoulder. “You’re not all bad.”

He shrugged. “Amelie would disagree.”

Kristen watched him, unsure whether to be relieved or concerned.
Relieved. Definitely relieved.

“Why is her mother calling me?”

“No doubt to inform you of my deficiencies as a human being.” He
removed the cap from the beer and drank. “Apologies if I’ve embarrassed
you.”

“I’m not embarrassed,” she said. “But if you didn’t want to get married,
why did you propose?”



Todd put his beer down on the table. “It’s a long story. We can talk about
it another time. Why is everyone gathered in here anyway? Where’s
Nanna?” He glanced around him for the first time.

“We were hoping you might know.” Hannah handed him the note and he
scanned it quickly.

“Why would I know?”

“Because you’re the top grandchild.” Hannah poured herself a glass of
sparkling water. “You’re the one who sets up her phone, fixes the Wi-Fi on
her laptop and tops up the oil in her car. You call in for tea when you’re
passing.”

Todd gave the note back to her. “You are welcome to do any, or all, of
those things.”

“I’m too busy working and living up to parental expectation.”

What was that supposed to mean? Kristen glanced at Hannah and then at
Theo, but he was staring out of the window with a distant look in his eyes.

Her heart ached for him. He’d watched his closest friend die. He hadn’t
been able to save him.

That would rip Theo apart. She was surprised he hadn’t told the kids, but
maybe the only way he could hold it together was by not talking about it.

When she’d had to appear in public after her father died, she’d done the
same. She’d told everyone she was fine and changed the subject, while
inside she’d been terrified that she might fall apart in the middle of a crowd.

Was that how her mother had felt today? Had she been afraid of breaking
down in the middle of the crowd?

“Let’s focus for two minutes. Does anyone have any idea where Mom—
Nanna—might have gone?”

Hannah shrugged. “I assume you’ve tried calling her?”

“I tried three times,” Winston said. “It goes to voice mail. I left
messages.”

“Maybe she doesn’t know how to pick up her voice mail.”

“She does,” Todd said. “I showed her.”

Kristen felt a surge of anxiety. “I didn’t think she was herself earlier. Did
something happen? Did she say anything to any of you? Anything at all that
might give us a clue as to what she was thinking and where she is now? She
didn’t want to give a speech, but I immediately said I’d do it so it can’t have
been that.”

Todd shrugged. “Maybe she just didn’t want to go to the party.”



“Yeah.” Hannah nodded. “Maybe it was all too much seeing Gramps’s
paintings everywhere. I mean, it must hurt, right? All those reminders in
one place. We know she doesn’t have any in her bedroom and presumably
it’s because they make her sad. Maybe the whole party made her sad.”

Kristen felt a twist of guilt. If she could put the clock back, she wouldn’t
have organized the party. She’d thought it was the right thing to do, but now
she wasn’t so sure.

“Maybe it was the mention of journalists,” Winston said. “She doesn’t
like them. Never has. She finds their questions intrusive, although I don’t
know why. It’s not as if she has secrets.”

Maybe she did have secrets, Kristen thought. Maybe there was something
they were all missing.

“I think we all need to chill.” Todd picked up his sister’s glass and
poured water onto the stain on his shirt. “If she wanted us to find her, she
would have told us where she was. Her note was clear. She didn’t sound
upset or desperate. I say leave her alone. Let her have her ‘me time’ and
wait for her to get in touch.”

Kristen was sorely tempted to follow his suggestion, if only because it
would mean she had one less immediate problem to solve. Theo was
looking washed out and she wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol, grief or the
sheer effort required to seem okay when he was falling apart, but she sensed
she needed to get him away from here fast.

In terms of her priorities, she was probably looking at it.

“Maybe we should wait until tomorrow,” Winston said. “If this is all
about the party, then maybe she left so that no one would try and persuade
her to attend. She could be back in the morning.”

“Yes.” Kristen had to admit that there was sense in Winston’s suggestion.
“What do you think, Theo?” She tried to draw him out of whatever dark
place his mind was currently inhabiting. “Theo?”

He flinched as her voice finally penetrated. “I think life is short and
unpredictable, and we should all make the most of the moment. You never
know what’s round the corner.”

“Whoa, Dad,” Hannah muttered. “I think Mom was just hoping for your
take on the best way to handle the Nanna issue, not your thoughts on the
meaning of life.”

“It’s the same thing,” Theo said. “If Cecilia wants space, then we should
respect her wishes and allow her that.” He swayed. “It has been a long day.



I think I might head home.”

“Maybe we should sleep here tonight,” Kristen said. “In case she comes
home.”

Todd raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think it would freak her out to
discover that her entire family has moved into her home in her absence? If
she left to avoid us, then that might make her turn around and leave again.”

Had her mother been avoiding her family? Had she been avoiding her?

“I can’t stay,” Hannah said. “I’m due back at the hospital in the morning
and it’s too far to drive from here. I need to get a cab.”

“I have to go back to the city,” Winston said. “I’ll drive you.” He gave
Kristen a look of apology. “I can come back tomorrow if you need me to.”

“I need to go back, too,” Todd said. “I’m driving to Hyannis to give
someone a quote for a new hand-built kitchen using sustainable wood.”

Kristen stood there, feeling lost and then Theo crossed the room to her
and put his hand on her shoulder.

“I’ll stay here with you if that’s what you’d prefer. I know you’re
worried.” His voice was kind and his touch firm and reassuring.

She felt a lump form in her throat. “You want to go home and sleep in
your own bed.”

“I want to do what’s right for you. I love you.”

Kristen saw Hannah’s startled look. She saw her glance at her brother.

Theo was undeterred. “We can sleep in your old room. Haven’t done that
in years.”

The same room where she’d read her message from Jeff.

“I don’t know—"

“It will be fine, Kristen.” He pulled her close. “Your mother will show up
tomorrow, having spent a night at a spa hotel or something. She’ll wonder
what all the fuss was about. Everything is going to be fine, honey.”

Honey.

Theo never called her honey, even when he’d had a drink.

Theo, who never paid attention to her, had decided to pay attention.

Why was life so confusing?



7

Cecilia

She woke up aching and cold, the arm of the sofa digging uncomfortably

into her neck. For a moment she was confused about where she was, and
then she saw her suitcase by the door where she’d left it and remembered
that she was in the cottage.

It had been dark when she’d arrived, which she’d thought might lessen
the emotional impact of being back here, but it hadn’t worked that way.
From the moment she’d opened the door, the memories and emotions had
engulfed her like a storm. Images had appeared from the shadows; images
she’d tried to force from her mind. She’d seen Cameron everywhere. It was
as if he’d been waiting for her.

Why didn’t you sell the place, Cameron?

It had taken willpower not to turn around and drive back to the house and
the sanctuary of her bedroom, which she’d stripped of all the reminders.

Instead she’d flicked on all the lights and the images had melted away,
but that hadn’t changed the way she was feeling.

It was surprising she’d managed to sleep at all.

The events of the day before came back to her. The party she’d left
without even showing her face. Kristen in the rose garden, gazing up at Jeff.

Jeff.

Head thumping, Cecilia sat up. She rubbed her fingers over her forehead,
trying to ease the throbbing pain. There were no words to describe how
much she hated that man. And she was also afraid of him. Afraid of what he
might know. What he might do.

And now she was also worried about Kristen, who she suspected was a
pawn in whatever plan Jeff had. She wanted to warn her daughter, but what



would she say exactly? It wasn’t a simple conversation.

And there was every chance that even if she did call, Kristen wouldn’t
want to hear what she had to say. Daughters rarely wanted advice from their
mothers, and it wasn’t as if she and Kristen were close. She wouldn’t be
able to introduce the topic during one of their intimate conversations,
because they didn’t have intimate conversations. They didn’t confide in
each other. When they talked, it was about practical things. Cameron’s
work. Exhibitions. Auctions. Hannah’s achievements. Occasionally they’d
talk about the changes Cecilia was making to the gardens.

They never talked about marriage or feelings or Theo. And that was
probably her fault. She’d never talked about her relationship with Cameron,
so why would Kristen talk about her relationship with Theo? Cecilia had
always assumed that Kristen and Theo were fine.

Unless she’d wildly misinterpreted what she’d seen in the rose garden,
that wasn’t true.

Poor Kristen. And poor Theo.

She stood up and felt something scrunch under her feet. Glass.

She stared at the mess strewn across the living room floor, shocked and
mortified.

Had she really done that? It was a good thing no one had been here to
witness it.

Just one painting remained intact. The Girl on the Shore.

Cameron had promised to destroy it. Cameron had promised to sell the
cottage.

He’d never been good at keeping his promises, so she probably shouldn’t
be surprised that the painting was still intact.

She gazed at it with mixed emotions. What would their lives have looked
like if that painting hadn’t existed? It had changed everything.

She probably should have smashed that one, too, in the circumstances,
but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. And maybe it wasn’t necessary to go
to those extremes.

Who would look for it here? No one knew about this cottage. Not even
the children. They knew about the apartment in Manhattan, the beach house
in The Hamptons (Cecilia had refused to return to Cape Cod after that one
awful summer), and the house in Provence where the children had spent
several summers playing among vineyards and olive groves and swimming



in the pool while their parents had painted. They didn’t know about this
place.

She needed to think and plan, but first she needed to clear up the mess
she’d made.

Unpack. Shower. Clean up.

She flung open the front door and took a breath of the fresh, salty air.
Then she made her way across the room, careful to avoid the broken glass.
She picked up her suitcase and headed upstairs. The wooden stairs creaked
in the exact same place they’d always creaked. There were the same chips
in the paintwork.

She paused by the door of the master bedroom and then turned away. She
couldn’t bring herself to walk into that room yet, so instead she opened the
door to the second bedroom and put her suitcase on the chair. The room was
light and bright, although the paintwork had slightly yellowed with age. The
bedding was clean but old-fashioned, but the view from the doors that led to
the small balcony was as spectacular as ever.

She stepped into the bathroom, prepared for spiders and mold but the
place was fresh and clean. A faint floral scent hovered in the air. Whoever
had been maintaining the place had done a good job, she thought as she
stripped off her clothes.

She took a shower, which was always something of a challenge in Dune
Cottage because the water pressure wasn’t great, and then dressed in the
first thing she found in her suitcase before heading back downstairs.

The mess seemed worse each time she looked at it.

What had possessed her to smash the paintings? Why hadn’t she simply
removed them from the walls and piled them neatly where she couldn’t see
them, as she’d done in her own bedroom at home?

Maybe it wasn’t so surprising.

Opening that letter and discovering that Cameron had lied about selling
the cottage had left a deep wound. The fact that he’d waited until after his
death to confess had made things worse. She’d had nowhere to put all the
intense emotion that had been swirling inside her.

She’d tackle the mess, she promised herself, but first she needed coffee
and something to eat. And painkillers for her headache, which was getting
worse not better.

She made herself a mug of strong black coffee and took it outdoors onto
the deck.



The breeze fluffed her hair, and the warm sun and blue skies promised
her a pretty day. Maybe she’d walk later. Anything to avoid spending time
in the cottage. She’d underestimated how difficult it would feel to be here.

Sadness seeped into her. She used to love it here. The cottage had been
her special place. Their place. Even when Cameron’s work had started
attracting attention, and selling for good money, and then unbelievable (was
she allowed to say stupid?) money—even when they’d bought a huge house
and had the children—this was the place that made them both happy.
Occasionally Cameron’s mother would babysit, and they’d come here for a
weekend and paint, and talk, and enjoy being a couple again and not just
parents. The pressure seemed to slough away from them the moment they
crossed the Sagamore Bridge.

And then there had been an occasion when Cameron had come by
himself. He’d needed the space and the peace and the opportunity to paint
undisturbed. It had been Kristen’s ninth birthday and Cecilia had been
organizing a party for ten classmates, so she’d decided not to join him. As
she’d iced cakes and hung balloons and had her head pierced by the high-
pitched shrieks of thoroughly overexcited girls, she’d felt envious of
Cameron. She loved the children, but she also missed the days before kids
when she and Cameron had spent long, lazy weekends at the Cape painting
side by side on the beach. Cameron’s career had soared ahead of hers and
she didn’t resent that, but she did envy the fact that he was able to devote
his life entirely to art, heading to his studio daily, leaving her to fit her own
love of painting into the small scraps of time that weren’t taken up by
running his life and caring for the kids. On her less generous days she
thought, That could have been me.

She’d watched enviously as Cameron had loaded up the car early on that
Friday morning and headed to the Cape by himself. The moment he’d
driven away she regretted not asking him to postpone for a day so they
could go together. The day after Kristen’s party she’d woken with a
yearning to spend time with him. She’d contemplated bundling the children
into the car and taking them to Dune Cottage and surprising Cameron, but
they’d never taken the children there and Winston was going through a
stage of hating car journeys, so she’d dismissed the idea. She and Cameron
had agreed from the beginning that the cottage was to be their secret
hideaway. A place where they could spend time alone. And that approach
had worked. It meant that the moment Cecilia stepped inside the cottage she



transformed from being an exhausted mother and overworked wife and
turned back into an individual. It made the place seem more romantic. It
gave it a special intimacy.

She was working on coming to terms with a missed weekend on the Cape
when Cameron’s mother had shown up unexpectedly from a trip
photographing wildlife in the Galapagos and offered to babysit her
grandchildren.

It was so rare for Cameron’s mother to appear (her own parents had died
in her first year of college) that Cecilia had grabbed the opportunity.

She’d often wondered what would have happened if Cameron’s mother
hadn’t offered to stay that weekend.

She wouldn’t have gone to the cottage. She wouldn’t have decided to
surprise him.

She hadn’t even knocked on the door or called his name. Instead, she’d
crept into the cottage with a smile on her face as she anticipated his surprise
and joy at seeing her.

He’d been in the bedroom and when he saw her there he had indeed
shown surprise, but no joy. Instead there was shock on her part, and guilt on
his because he wasn’t alone. The girl lying naked on the bed (Cameron and
Cecilia’s bed, on Cecilia’s specially chosen bed linen) was smoking a joint
even though smoking in the cottage was strictly forbidden.

Cecilia had rushed from the room, and Cameron had rushed after her,
excuses spilling out of him as he’d pulled on his clothes. He’d decided to
paint a series of nudes. The woman had agreed to model for him. He hadn’t
intended to sleep with her. He’d met her on the beach. She was no one.
He’d been worried about his work and lonely without Cecilia. It meant
nothing.

It had meant everything to Cecilia. From that moment the cottage was
tainted. Cameron might as well have spray-painted the walls in garish red.
Their special place was no longer their special place. It would never again
be just his and hers. She would never again associate it with happy
memories.

It had changed the cottage and it had changed their marriage.

Cecilia didn’t know what words were exchanged between Cameron and
the woman, but she’d left immediately.

Cecilia did the same. She told Cameron not to follow her because she
didn’t want him back in the house. She couldn’t bear to share the same



space with him. How could he do this to her after everything she had done
for him and everything they’d been through together?

He’d checked into a hotel overlooking Boston Common and she’d told
the children that their father was staying in the city for a while because of
his work.

Cameron sent her flowers. He sent her jewelry. He sent her a painting.

When she didn’t respond to any of it, he sent her a frantic note. She was
his muse. She encouraged him. She was the only one who understood him.
She was everything. He said I can’t do this without you.

This time Cecilia wrote back. You’re going to have to.

A month after Cameron moved out, Cecilia decided to make it final.
She’d told the children their marriage was over. Kristen had been hysterical.
She’d refused to accept it. She’d blamed Cecilia. When Cecilia tried to talk
to her, she ran out of the house and that was that.

Cecilia and Cameron had sat by her bed in the hospital day and night.
She’d clung to them. Needed them. Separation and divorce were forgotten.
They were forced back together by their love and fear for their daughter.

And they’d stayed together, even after Kristen had recovered, but Cecilia
had never returned to the cottage.

She’d known that whenever she walked into that bedroom, she’d picture
that woman. It would be like ripping open a festering wound again and
again. She’d told him to sell the place, and he’d agreed.

Learning to trust him again had been a difficult task but with time and a
great deal of effort, she’d managed it. And if a small part of her had
sometimes wondered if that had been his only affair, she forced herself to
ignore it.

When she’d opened that envelope and discovered he’d lied about selling
the cottage, she’d been devastated. What had he been using it for? Why
keep it?

She’d put the letter and the key in a drawer and hadn’t touched it again
until yesterday, when the painting had been mentioned.

But now she was here, and it was like stepping back in time.

Finishing her coffee, she walked back into the cottage and went to the
fridge. She reached inside for the cheese, intending to make herself a snack
with the bread she’d bought the day before, and as she did so she noticed
the jug of lemonade. Had that been there the night before? It must have
been, but she’d been too upset and distracted to notice.



The lawyer had told her that Cameron had kept the cottage maintained
and ready (Ready for whom? How often had he come here?), but surely that
didn’t include providing a jug of fresh lemonade?

It was mystifying. Maybe the housekeeping staff made it for themselves
to keep themselves hydrated while working. Thinking about that made her
wonder when the cleaning company came. The thought that they might
witness the havoc she’d wrought galvanized her into action. She didn’t want
people to know. She didn’t want people asking questions. She’d clear up
and then she’d find a way to cancel the cleaning service while she was here.
And she’d do what Cameron should have done. She’d sell the place.

Maybe this was what she needed to do to be able to move on.

Grabbing a broom, she swept all the broken glass into a pile, scooped it
up and then disposed of it. She’d thought she’d done a good job, but then
she spied a piece of glass that had skittered across the floor and almost
reached the kitchen. She retrieved it, then discovered more under the coffee
table and another piece stuck to the rug.

It was the large shard under the sofa that was her undoing. She reached
for it, not seeing the piece that lay sharp and deadly beside it. It sliced
across her wrist like a blade and she gasped and jerked her hand back,
horrified to see the volume of blood welling from the wound.

Blood slid down her arm and dripped onto the floor. The sight of it made
her dizzy.

Cecilia had never been good with blood. When the kids had fallen over, it
had been Cameron who had cleaned them up while she’d sat with her head
low, trying not to pass out.

“Damn.” She covered her wrist with her other hand, putting pressure on
it but her fingers were slippery with the blood. She wanted to close her eyes
and let someone else clean it up, but that wasn’t going to happen. She’d
wanted to be on her own, and now she was on her own, which meant
clearing up her own mess.

Did Cameron still keep a first aid kit here?

She was afraid that if she stood up and searched for it she’d faint, or
bleed everywhere and leave the cottage looking like a crime scene. She
should never have smashed the paintings, and she wouldn’t have done so if
she hadn’t been so angry with Cameron.

Had he kept the cottage so he could have more affairs, knowing that this
was the one place she would never come?



She gave a loud scream of frustration, taking advantage of the fact that
she had no neighbors and no one could hear her. It felt good, so she did it
again, louder this time. It was cathartic. Why had she never screamed aloud
before? She probably should have done it decades ago. She should have
shattered Cameron’s eardrums as revenge for shattering her heart.

And then she realized that if no one could hear her she might bleed to
death and no one would know until the cleaning company came again,
whenever that was. She was going to die alone. Here. In this place she’d
avoided. Her body would be found, and no one would know who she was,
or what she had been doing in the cottage.

She imagined the shock it would create. The poor soul who opened the
door and found her might be traumatized forever and that would never do.

Pull yourself together, Cecilia.

Cecilia felt the blood escape from the pressure of her fingers and slide
down her arm, and she was about to try and stand up without releasing her
grip on her wrist when a sound came from the doorway.

She glanced across and saw a young woman standing there. Her face was
pink from the sun and her hair, a rich oak brown, fell tangled and messy
past her shoulders as if she’d had a dip in the sea and hadn’t taken the time
to rinse her hair of salt water. Sand clung to her running shoes, and she was
out of breath.

She looked vaguely familiar although Cecilia couldn’t think why that
would be. She hadn’t been here in years and knew no one.

The girl dropped the backpack she’d been holding and rushed across to
Cecilia. “What happened? No, you mustn’t—why did you—oh, there’s so
much blood. Don’t move. I’'m going to help you.” She rushed to the
kitchen, pulled open a drawer and removed a first aid kit. Then she sprinted
back to Cecilia and dropped to her knees next to her. “You need to elevate
the limb. That’s it. Hold it up for me—right there.” She unzipped the pack,
and dressings and bandages spilled out. “I’ll call an ambulance but first I
need to stop the bleeding. Just breathe steadily. You’re going to be fine.”

Now that she was no longer alone, Cecilia knew she would indeed be
fine.

“I don’t want you to call an ambulance.” She didn’t want a fuss. But it
would be good to stop the bleeding. Looking at it was starting to make her
feel dizzy again. “I’m feeling light-headed. Could you stay for a few
minutes?”



“I’m staying for as long as needed. I’'m not leaving you like this.” The
girl was calm and steady. She found what she was looking for, opened the
packaging and pressed a dressing hard against the wound. “You poor thing.
You must have been feeling terrible.”

The unexpected sympathy brought a lump to Cecilia’s throat.

She had been feeling terrible, but how could this girl possibly know that?

“What made you come to the door?” She winced as the girl’s fingers
pressed hard. “I didn’t know anyone was around.”

“I’m the caretaker. I arrived early. I was on the beach when I heard you
scream.”

“Oh.” Her scream must have been louder than she’d thought.

Also, this really was early.

The girl lifted the dressing a little and checked the wound. “Are you still
feeling light-headed? Could you stand up? I want to check this wound
properly and irrigate it. We need to make sure there’s no glass in it.”

Cecilia noticed that the girl’s shirt was creased and there was a smudge of
makeup under her eyes as if she hadn’t removed it properly. And didn’t
cleaning staff usually wear a uniform?

“There’s no glass in it. I cut myself on a large piece.” But she scrambled
to her feet with the girl’s help and walked on shaking legs to the kitchen.
She stood with her arm above the sink and her head turned away as the girl
prodded and examined, then cleansed it.

“I don’t think it needs stitches. I’ve pulled the edges together with paper
stitches so that should do for now.” The girl swiftly and skillfully dressed
the wound and bound it tightly. Then she helped Cecilia wash the blood
from her other arm. “I’m going to make you a hot drink and we’ll sit for a
while. Are you still feeling light-headed? I’'m Lily, by the way.”

Cecilia felt herself wobble. Being in this place had left her feeling
emotionally vulnerable and Lily’s kindness threatened to snip through the
remaining threads of her self-control.

“I feel guilty for taking up your time. I’m sure you’re very busy.”

“I have plenty of time. I’ll make you more coffee. You should sit down.
You’re probably in shock.” She moved around the kitchen confidently and
in no time Cecilia found herself seated on the sofa with a mug of coffee in
her hand.

Cecilia put the coffee down on the table. She didn’t know if it was lack of
food, or the shock of the blood, or the shock of being in the cottage after all



these years but she really did feel strange. “You’re a good first aider. Do
you have medical training?”

Lily froze. “Not exactly.”

Not exactly?

There was obviously a story there, but Cecilia knew when someone
didn’t want to talk.

“Well, it was lucky for me that you were close by.”

Lily relaxed again and while Cecilia was drinking her coffee, the girl
cleaned up the mess on the floor.

She brushed, she wiped, she polished and in no time the cottage was
restored to its former state of cleanliness.

Unfortunately, it didn’t make Cecilia feel any better about the place.

What had possessed her to come here?

“Thank you.” She watched as Lily disposed of broken glass. “You’re a
wonder. You’ve been looking after this place?”

“Yes. I work for a management company. I clean a number of properties,
but this one is easily the best. The position is incredible. How are you
feeling now? Dizzy?”

“A little. I’1l just sit here for a while and I’ll be fine. You have work to
do, I’m sure.”

“My next job is to clean a beach house about fifteen minutes from here.
The family won’t be checking out until ten, so there is no rush. And,
anyway, I can’t leave you,” the girl said. “Knowing that you’re this upset.
Whatever happened, however hopeless things seem now, there is always a
way through. Is there someone you can talk to?”

It seemed like an odd question, and then she realized that Lily thought
Cecilia had done this intentionally. She thought she had tried to cut her
wrists with the glass.

Cecilia had been upset, that was true. But although there had been a few
occasions during their marriage when Cecilia had contemplated dispatching
Cameron, at no point had she ever considered such a fate for herself.

“It was an accident. I was clearing up the glass.”

The girl sat down next to her and took her hand. “The glass that came
from the smashed paintings. You were upset.”

How did she know that?

She would have seen that the paintings were no longer on the wall, but
how would she have known Cecilia had been upset?



Questions started to form in her head. The lemonade in the fridge. The
floral scent in the shower.

“When I screamed this morning, you were quick to reach me. Lucky for
me you were on the beach so early.”

“I’m an early riser.”

Cecilia nudged a little harder. “You must live nearby.”

Lily stood up quickly and carried her mug to the kitchen. “I probably
should leave if you’re sure you don’t need me. I wouldn’t have come if I’d
known you were going to be here. The company didn’t tell me anyone was
staying, but you should find everything clean and in perfect working order.”

“The company didn’t tell you I was going to be here because I didn’t tell
them. And it’s lucky for me that you did come early this morning, or I
would have been in some trouble. Please don’t rush off.”

“I should probably get home.”

“And where is home? Where are you staying?”

Lily sent Cecilia a desperate look.

That look told Cecilia that she didn’t want to lie but was scared of telling
the truth.

That look confirmed Cecilia’s suspicions.

“This is where you’ve been staying, isn’t it? This is your home.” She saw
the panic in Lily’s eyes and wondered what someone like her was doing
staying all alone in a property that didn’t belong to her.

It was oddly reassuring to know that she wasn’t the only one whose life
was a complicated mess.

“Sit down, Lily. We need to have a talk.”



8

Lily

And now she knew who owned Dune Cottage. The mystery was solved.

Why hadn’t she guessed? That was pretty simple to answer. She’d been
to the Lapthorne house, and it was the size of a museum with grounds as
big as a park. They owned a beach house in The Hamptons. Another house
in Manhattan. They had a place in France—or was it Italy? Every property
could sleep a dozen people comfortably.

Dune Cottage wasn’t a statement property, like the ones she cleaned on a
daily basis. It wasn’t a spacious beach house with glass walls and a
swimming pool. It was normal (as much as any property in this part of the
Cape could be described as “normal”—it was all about perspective). She’d
assumed that at some point it had been a much-loved family retreat, but that
the children had grown up and the cottage forgotten.

It hadn’t crossed her mind that the reason there were paintings by
Cameron Lapthorne on the wall was because the place belonged to him.

According to the company she worked for, no one ever stayed in the
cottage. Lily never would have chosen to stay here had she known the
owner might show up.

She felt sick. She was also cold after her night on the beach, and her eyes
stung from lack of sleep. “Are you going to call the police?” She imagined
calling her family from the police station. Hi, Mom, my new life isn’t going
so well...

Cecilia raised her eyebrows. “Why ever would I call the police?”

“I’ve been staying here.” Saying it aloud made her wonder what on earth
had made her do such a thing. Her parents had raised her to be honest and
law-abiding. Her life had been all about studying hard and getting top



grades. About aspiration and achievement. She’d been on a carefully
curated path, running to keep up with people until she’d fallen hard. Until
something inside her had snapped.

She was no longer a high achiever. She was someone who stayed in
properties that didn’t belong to them. She was someone who broke the law.
“It was wrong of me.”

“I’m sure you had your reasons,” Cecilia said. “Did you pick the lock on
the front door or break a window to gain access?”

“No. I used my key.”

“Exactly. You had a key. All you really did was stay a little longer than
was probably expected of you. You appear to have kept the cottage in
immaculate condition. Until I came along.” Cecilia patted her arm. “I feel
guilty for making such a mess. And I’'m grateful to you because if you
hadn’t been here, I might have bled to death. You have excellent first aid
skills and you’ve been very kind to me. I don’t intend to repay that kindness
by calling the police. You were here last night when I arrived?”

There seemed no point in lying.

“I was sleeping in the attic room. The noise woke me.”

“The noise? Oh, you mean the paintings. I didn’t know there was anyone
in the place. I wasn’t paying attention. I was—I had other things on my
mind.” Cecilia’s cheeks flushed pink and she shifted in her seat. “You saw
that? You must have thought it very odd.”

She looked so uncomfortable and embarrassed that Lily wanted to
reassure her—no, I didn’t see a thing—but how could she do that?

This was the most awkward conversation she’d had in a while. What was
she supposed to say? I thought you were batshit crazy. “You seemed upset. |
was worried.” And she was still worried. Without the paintings the walls
looked bare and unfinished. The cottage was as bruised and damaged as its
owner. She hoped the owners of the company she worked for didn’t pick
today to do a random check or she’d be arrested for destruction of property.

“I was upset. And the fact that you saw that explains why you thought
my unfortunate encounter with the glass was something other than an
accident. But it was an accident.” Cecilia paused. “What happened after you
heard me? Were you here all night?”

“No. I left the cottage.”

“How? I would have noticed if you’d used the front door.”

“I jumped from the balcony of the second bedroom onto the dunes.”



Cecilia winced. “Did you hurt yourself?”

“No. It wasn’t that far, and the landing was soft.”

“You didn’t think to just call out and let me know you were there?”

“No. You thought you were alone. I was intruding on a moment that was
obviously personal.” Lily felt her cheeks warm. “Everyone has the right to
privacy if that’s what they need.”

Cecilia’s gaze didn’t waver. “And is that why you’ve been staying here
alone? Because you wanted privacy? Some people would find this place too
isolated.”

“The position is part of the reason I love it,” Lily said. “Being here has
helped me and I’ll always be grateful for that. But obviously I'll leave right
away, and I won’t bother you again. It’s good to see someone using it after
so long. Are you sure you’ll be okay? You’re not going to—"

“Cut my wrists or smash more paintings?” Cecilia shook her head.
“There is only one painting left anyway.”

Lily transferred her gaze from Cecilia to the painting that still hung on
the wall. Why hadn’t Cecilia smashed that one? She was relieved that she
hadn’t.

That painting had kept her company on so many nights. She wished now
that she’d taken a photograph of it so that she could look at it sometimes.

“I love that painting.”

“The Girl on the Shore?”

“Is that what it’s called? Makes sense. I can’t imagine how it must feel to
paint something like that.” Or to own a painting like that. “Of all of them,
this is the one I would have kept.”

Cecilia stared at the painting. “Really?”

“Yes. I have been looking at it for months, trying to figure out what it is
about it that draws me in. I want to know what that woman is thinking.
What she’s doing. What happened just before she walked to the water’s
edge. It’s wonderful. Special. I thought I knew almost all his paintings of
the Cape, but I’ve never seen this one before. Was it one of his earlier
ones?” She saw Cecilia transform from warm to wary.

She gave Lily a long look. “You’re an art lover?”

“Yes. And I love Cameron Lapthorne’s work. I’m surprised this painting
isn’t in a gallery somewhere, surrounded by alarms and security guards.”

“Are you an artist yourself?”



“Oh—no.” Lily was embarrassed. “I paint a lot—all the time in fact—but
I wouldn’t call myself an artist. I’ve never sold anything, unless you count a
couple of sketches of seabirds that a tourist offered me money for. My first
ever sale. It paid for a couple of ice creams.”

“If you produce art then you’re an artist,” Cecilia said. “Calling yourself
that isn’t dependent on the value that someone else places on your work.
Did you study art at college?”

“No. Biological sciences. I went to medical school, but I dropped out.”
She waited for the inevitable judgments, but Cecilia simply nodded.

“Because you really wanted to be an artist, not a doctor.” She made it
sound as if that was a perfectly natural discovery and Lily felt a rush of
warmth and connection. Cecilia was the first person she’d ever told who
hadn’t thought she was making a bad decision.

“Yes, but being an artist isn’t exactly a stable career path. So I’'m here
while I figure things out.” Whenever she talked about wanting to be an
artist she felt like a fake, but that was nothing new. She’d felt like an
imposter for most of her life. “I wonder when this was painted?”

And, more importantly, she wanted to know why Cecilia had spared that
one. Maybe it was simply too large to lift it from the wall.

Cecilia was silent for a long moment.

“It was painted fifty years ago.”

“Really? Well, I’'m glad you didn’t smash that one, Mrs. Lapthorne.”

Cecilia’s expression changed. “You know who I am.”

“I—Yes.” Why was that a shock? Had Cecilia not said her name? Lily
had introduced herself, but it hadn’t occurred to Lily until now that Cecilia
hadn’t done the same.

“When you first walked in, I thought you looked familiar,” Cecilia said.
“We know each other?”

Lily wished she’d kept her mouth shut. Maybe Cecilia would change her
mind now and call the police.

“We don’t exactly know each other. We met once, but I don’t expect you
to remember. I’'m a friend of Hannah’s.” Or maybe she wasn’t. Maybe that
friendship was now in the past.

“A friend of—" Cecilia stared at her for a moment. “Oh dear. Lily.
You’re Hannah’s Lily. Her best friend. Growing up you two were
inseparable.”

Lily felt something stab her insides. She wasn’t Hannah’s Lily anymore.



“Is that a problem?”

“I’m not sure,” Cecilia said. “Since we’re being honest here, I’1l tell you
that I came here to have some space from everyone, including family. No
one knows where I am. And I don’t want them to know. That probably
sounds strange to you.”

“Not really.” The confidence touched her. And as someone who had
come here to escape her own family, Lily didn’t think it sounded strange at
all. You could love your family and still need distance from them. She felt a
rush of sympathy for Cecilia. “Won’t they guess where you are?”

“No one knows about this place,” Cecilia said. “Cameron and I bought it
a long time ago. Right at the beginning, before we had children.”

The cottage had been a hideaway. Somewhere special. She’d sensed it the
moment she’d stepped through the door the first time.

“No one knows? Not even Hannah and—" She almost said Todd, but
stopped herself. She’d vowed that she was going to stop saying his name
and thinking about him. “How about the rest of your family?”

“None of them know. We never brought the children here, or the
grandchildren. It was our place.” Cecilia paused. “I thought Cameron had
sold it, years ago. That was what he told me. It was only recently that I
discovered he hadn’t. My lawyer knows. And now you.”

And now her. The fact that she knew Cecilia’s secret, and Cecilia knew
hers bonded them in some way.

“This is the first time you’ve been back since he died?”

“Longer than that.” Cecilia stared into the distance. “It has been many
years.”

Lily tried to imagine how it must feel to be back here after so much time.
After so much had changed. Was that why she’d smashed the paintings?
Had looking at them made her sad? “I’m sorry for your loss.” It was hard to
know what to say, but she felt she had to say something. “It must be
difficult to be here without him when the place was special to you both.”

“Yes.” Cecilia spoke quietly. “It is difficult.”

And Lily was intruding on her private grief.

“I should never have stayed here. I never planned to. I’ve been
maintaining the place for months, coming here weekly to check on things—
that’s my job, or part of it. In April I lost my accommodation. I was going
to find somewhere else, but this place is always empty and—"



“And it isn’t easy finding accommodation on the Cape in the summer. I
understand. You said that this place is always empty. That no one ever uses
it.” Cecilia looked at her. “Do you know when it was last used?”

Lily shook her head. She’d expected Cecilia to be angry with her and
instead she was asking about the cottage.

“The management company I work for has been in business for decades.
It’s family run. This place has been on their books since the beginning, and
there is no record of anyone ever staying here.”

“Never?” Cecilia’s hands were clasped tightly in her lap. “You’re sure
about that?”

“Yes. I asked them specifically because I thought it was strange. And I
wouldn’t have stayed here if I’d thought there was a chance someone might
use it.” It seemed important to try and explain. “It wasn’t only about the
money. This place was a comfort to me. I was having a difficult time and
being here made me feel better. Calmer. Happier. It has been a sanctuary.”

Cecilia looked distracted, as if she was going over something in her head.

“Never.”

“Excuse me?”

“No one ever stayed here.”

Lily wondered why that was so important to Cecilia. “Apart from me.”

“Apart from you.” Cecilia seemed to relax. She smiled for the first time
since Lily had walked into the house. “That’s good.”

Was it?

“You’re not angry?”

“That you stayed here? No. It makes me feel better to know that the place
has had a use and that you found it comforting.” Cecilia looked around the
cottage, her eyes lingering on the spaces where the paintings had hung, and
then moving to the painting that remained. “Cameron and I felt the same
way in those early days. It’s the reason we bought it. It has barely changed.
It’s full of memories.”

Did Cecilia think she’d violated those memories?

“I haven’t changed anything. I used the upstairs room but not the sheets. I
rolled my sleeping bag on top of the bed. And it’s good for showers to be
used regularly—I would have run them as part of my caretaking duties, so it
didn’t seem too awful to stand under it myself occasionally.” There didn’t
seem any point in holding anything back. “And I used the studio. The light
is fantastic.” Lily hoped she wouldn’t ask to see something she’d painted.



That would be too awkward. “I see now how totally wrong it was to stay
here. You were expecting privacy and that’s what you need.”

Cecilia stirred. “Who knows you’re staying here?”

“No one. No one comes out this far, unless something needs fixing.”

“Friends? Colleagues? Do they not wonder where you’re living?”

“I haven’t made close friends since I’ve been here.” She’d needed space
to lick her wounds and decide what she was going to do. She hadn’t wanted
questions. “I’ve been vague about where I’m staying. I didn’t want anyone
to know, for obvious reasons.”

Cecilia touched the dressing on her wrist. “You’re sure you haven’t
mentioned it to Hannah.”

Lily felt misery wash over her. “We haven’t spoken in months. We had a
falling-out. She doesn’t know where I am, and I don’t think she’d care.” It
was something she never thought she’d hear herself say, because Hannah
had been the best friend she’d ever had. And she’d discovered that you
could be angry with someone, and still miss them. And she missed Hannah.
She missed her laugh. She missed Hannah’s confidence, some of which had
seeped into Lily. Hannah had never wondered if she was good enough.
Hannah never felt like a fraud or a fake. She’d never had a panic attack
before an exam. Hannah knew exactly what she wanted, and attacked life
with an energy that was exhausting for everyone around her. Until Lily had
met Hannah, she hadn’t known it was possible for a person to survive on so
little sleep. Hannah had joked that she’d been born to be a doctor. She’d
teased Lily for being hopeless in the morning, for being almost incoherent
until she’d had her first cup of coffee. She’d teased Lily for being in love
with Todd.

Cecilia was watching her closely. “Friendships can be complicated,
particularly as we grow older and our paths diverge. I’m sorry to hear you
had a falling-out. For what it’s worth I’'m sure Hannah does care. I hope the
two of you manage to sort it out. Relationships can bring the greatest pain
and the greatest happiness.”

“Yes.” Lily had never heard anyone articulate it quite so perfectly. She
found herself warming to Cecilia, and not only because she hadn’t
displayed the usual reaction to the news that Lily had chosen to give up
medicine. They’d only just met, and yet it felt as if she’d known Cecilia
forever.



Cecilia sat up straighter. “I don’t want people to know I’m here, so for
my own selfish reasons I’m pleased you’re not in touch with my
granddaughter. I’'m going to ask you not to tell anyone.”

“I won’t. But won’t your family worry about you?” Lily imagined the
Lapthorne family all trying to track down Cecilia. She hoped none of them
would turn up while she was here.

The idea that Todd might show up with Amelie made her cold with panic.

“I left them a note saying that I needed some time to myself. I plan to
message them later to let them know I’m safe. I’'m hoping they will respect
my need for some alone time. But either way they don’t know about this
place, so there is no way they will come here.”

Lily wondered why Cecilia felt the need to hide from her family. She
wondered why she’d smashed the paintings. Why she was here on her own.
“Yesterday was your party.”

“You know about that?”

“My mother bumped into Kristen. She mentioned it. The party was the
reason you left?”

“Let’s just say it was the trigger. The final straw.” Cecilia stood up. “It
seems we both have secrets.”

“Yes.” Lily waited. “Is there anything you need me to do around the
place before I go?”

Cecilia frowned. “Go? Where are you going?”

“I start work at ten, and I need to find somewhere to stay tonight.”

“There’s no need for that. You can stay here.”

“Stay?” Lily stared at her. “But you’re here. You came here for peace and
quiet. For an escape.”

Cecilia glanced at the cottage. “That’s not why I came. For me the
cottage comes with memories. It’s hard to escape when you’re surrounded
by reminders of the thing you’re trying to forget.” She took a breath. “I plan
on selling the place. I doubt I’ll be here for more than a few days. In the
meantime, I’m sure we can share the space quite comfortably. I will use the
second bedroom. You are welcome to the master or the loft room.”

Stay? Share the space?

Her head spun, her brain circling through different scenarios. She hadn’t
thought for a moment that Cecilia would let her stay.

Staying would mean sharing the cottage, when really what she wanted
was to be alone.



But staying would also mean she wouldn’t have to spend time trying to
find somewhere else to live. More importantly, it would mean staying in
Dune Cottage, a place she’d grown to love.

And even though Cecilia was technically a stranger, she didn’t feel like a
stranger.

“If I stay, then I’ll pay you rent.” She hoped Cecilia wasn’t going to
charge too much.

“If you’d do a little housekeeping while you’re here, we will call that
rent. Our provisions are rather sparse right now. I was trying to keep a low
profile, and I was afraid someone might recognize me when I went
shopping yesterday so I grabbed a few things in as short a time as possible.
On your way home from work today perhaps you could pick up some food
for us. Do you cook?”

“Yes.” Although it had been a while since she’d bothered. Her appetite
had disappeared, and it never seemed worth making anything elaborate for
one. But presumably Cecilia Lapthorne would expect something more than
a bowl of cereal.

“Housekeeping and cooking for a few days will more than cover rent,”
Cecilia said. “I’ve just realized that it must have been late when you
sneaked out of the bedroom. Where did you sleep last night after you
jumped from the balcony?”

“On the beach.” Although she’d barely slept at all. She’d lain awake for
the rest of the night wondering what she was going to do next. “And I know
I’m not allowed to do that, but it was too late to find anywhere else and it
was only one night.”

“Oh, you poor thing. You must have been so cold and uncomfortable.
And tired.” Cecilia took Lily’s hands in hers. “No more sleeping bags, and
no more outdoor sleeping. Go and take a hot shower and warm yourself up.
I’ll make us breakfast.”

Lily felt a lump form in her throat. She wasn’t used to being offered
comfort. And remembering the smashed paintings it seemed to her that it
was Cecilia who needed the comfort.

“You probably shouldn’t be using that hand,” she said. “If you’re sure
you don’t mind me staying here, then I’ll take that shower and make
breakfast after. Why don’t you go and sit on the porch? The view is an
antidote to most troubles.”



She kept the shower short, even though she was tempted to stand under
the meagre flow of water forever. She washed her hair, dried it with a towel
and scooped it back in a ponytail.

It was bliss to be clean.

She emptied out her backpack, pulled on the tunic she wore for work and
headed downstairs. Knowing that she was going to be able to stay at Dune
Cottage, and this time with the permission of the owner, lifted her mood.
She wasn’t going to be homeless. She didn’t have to make any decisions.
She didn’t have to call her parents. For now, she could legitimately think of
this place as home.

Cecilia had followed her suggestion and was sitting on one of the chairs
on the porch, a tiny figure with close-cropped white hair and delicate
features.

She looked alone and vulnerable.

Lily felt a flicker of kinship.

She wondered what secrets Cecilia was hiding. Why she’d never told her
family about this place.

Whatever the reason, Lily was determined to offer whatever support she
could. “Mrs. Lapthorne?”

“Oh—" She gave a start and turned. “Call me Cecilia, dear. How was
your shower? Frustrating?”

Lily grinned. “Possibly the best shower I’ve ever had. Sleeping on the
beach is nowhere near as romantic as it sounds. I’ll make you breakfast.
What would you like?”

“There’s not a lot of choice. Milk. Eggs. Mushrooms. Some fruit. I just
grabbed a few things as I was passing a store.”

“I’ll stock up on my way home later.” Lily headed back to the kitchen.
She found the eggs and whisked them, then added a blob of butter to the
pan and let it sizzle. Her mother always added herbs from the garden, but
Lily didn’t have any. She made a mental note to pick some up when she
went shopping later.

The idea that she no longer had to hide the fact that she was staying in
the cottage cheered her. And even though it made her feel sad that Cecilia
planned to sell it, it wasn’t an immediate worry.

The sun shone through the window as she slid the omelet onto a plate and
took it to Cecilia, who was sitting in a pool of sunshine.

Lily put the plate in front of her and topped up Cecilia’s coffee mug.



“This looks delicious.” Cecilia glanced up at her. “Where is yours?”

“I’m not that hungry.”

“Neither am I, so we’ll share this. You can’t go to work with nothing
inside you.” Cecilia walked into the kitchen and returned holding an extra
fork and a plate. She sliced the omelet and slid half onto a plate which she
gave to Lily.

Cecilia sat down and picked up her fork. “Did you come here after you
gave up medicine?”

“I stayed with my parents for a while.” Lily hadn’t talked about it with
anyone else, but there was something about Cecilia’s calm acceptance and
lack of judgment that made it easy to be open and honest. “It was a mistake.
I never should have gone down that track in the first place. I really wanted
to study art in some form, but my parents were worried that it wouldn’t lead
to anything. That I wouldn’t be able to get a job. So I chose a science route.
Not that I’'m blaming them. They were just being caring. Encouraging.
Doing what they felt was best for me. It was my decision.”

“Pressure, however well-meaning, is still pressure.” Cecilia sliced a piece
from her omelet and ate it. “As well as doing something that wasn’t really
what you wanted to do, you felt you had to live up to their expectations.”

It was a relief to talk to someone who understood.

“They were proud of the fact I was training to be a doctor.”

“I’m sure they’re still proud.”

“They’re not.” Lily put her fork down without eating anything. Nothing
ruined her appetite faster than thinking about the situation with her parents.
“They’re disappointed and worried. They sacrificed everything to give me a
shot at a great career and I blew it.”

“Is that how you see it?”

“It’s how it is.”

Cecilia finished her omelet. “Why the Cape?”

“I’ve always loved it here. We came when I was a child, so it has happy
memories. I feel less—” it was hard to explain “—Iless claustrophobic when
I’m here.”

Cecilia nodded. “And you got a job with a property management
company.”

“I didn’t have many options. I have no qualifications and so far my
choices in life haven’t worked out so well.”



Cecilia reached for her coffee. “I’ve often thought it was ridiculous to
expect a person to make decisions about their future at such a young age.
How does anyone really know?”

“Hannah knew. Hannah never has any doubts. I always envied that about
her.” And it had made her friend impossible to talk to because she just
hadn’t understood.

Cecilia nodded. “But she is in a minority. Some people know, but far
more just land on something and hope it works out. And it sounds as if you
did know, deep down. You were passionate about art. But you didn’t choose
art. You chose with your head and not your heart.”

“Art was a dream. Not a reality.”

“That’s your parents speaking.” Cecilia pushed her plate away. “There’s
nothing wrong with having a dream. It’s good to know what you want. But
you also need a plan. A dream without a plan will never be anything more
than a fantasy. But if you ask yourself how you can turn that dream into
reality—if you figure out what it is you need to do, and then make sure you
do it, you’ll be living the life you want to live instead of thinking about it.
Of course the dream loses some of its shine once you’re living it. One of
life’s cruelest ironies I’ve always felt. I wish you’d eat something.”

Lily picked up her fork. Cecilia’s words played in her head.

She didn’t really have a plan. The last few months had been about
surviving.

And no amount of planning was going to help her sell a painting. Maybe
if she’d been to art college things would have been different.

“I wasted all those years of college and medical school.” And money.
She’d wasted money.

Cecilia put her cup down slowly. “Better to waste a few years than a
whole life. And is anything really a waste? We learn as much from what
goes wrong as we do from what goes right. You tried it. You discovered it
wasn’t for you. You will have learned something from it, I’m sure. If you
hadn’t spent those years at medical school perhaps you wouldn’t have been
able to bandage my arm so skillfully.”

Better to waste a few years than a whole life.

The words settled inside her and soothed her anxiety. “That’s a good way
of looking at it. Helpful.” And she couldn’t help wishing, just for a moment,
that it had been her parents who had said those words. But they wouldn’t,
because they did think that she was wasting her life.



“It’s accurate, although you’re maybe too young to see it. You see it as a
mistake. I see it as life experience.”

“Maybe it would be easier to see it that way if my parents hadn’t
sacrificed so much to send me to college and medical school. They wanted
for me what they never had for themselves. I understand that.” And the fact
that she understood it made it harder.

Cecilia nodded. “You’re an only child.”

“Yes. How do you know?”

“Because if there is more than one child the burden of parental
expectation is spread. But whatever your parents want or think, in the end
the only life you can live is your own. And that goes for them as well as
you.”

“Sometimes it feels as if I am their life. I’'m their focus. After I left
medical school I went home for a while, but their anxiety made me
anxious.”

“And you couldn’t figure out what you needed, because all you were
hearing was what they needed. So you came to the Cape.” Cecilia nodded.
“Smart move.”

“Was it?” Lily slumped in the chair. “I wanted to prove to them that they
didn’t need to worry, that I’m going to be fine, but the truth is I can barely
afford to live on what I earn and I don’t see that changing. I’'m not qualified
to do anything although it turns out I’m great at clearing up after other
people. My father wants me to try and go back to medicine. If they’ll have
me.”

Cecilia was listening closely. “They do seem persistent. I assume you’re
not contemplating returning to a life you knew was wrong for you?”

“No.” The thought of it made her stomach knot with panic. “But I hate
the fact that I’m causing my parents so much anxiety and disappointment.”

Cecilia nodded and her smile was faint. “I remember when I came here—
I would have been younger than you—my parents were horrified.”

“You dropped out of college, too?”

“No. I graduated, but then instead of finding a job I came to the Cape to
paint. In those days we didn’t have so many instantly available forms of
communication, although I swear I could feel their worry and disapproval
floating in on the breeze every day.”

“But you didn’t change your mind.”



“No. Because the choice was between disappointing them and
disappointing myself. I thought the first would be easier to live with.” She
paused. “You can’t live your life for your parents, no matter how much you
love them. You have to make your own choices. And a person should surely
have control over how they live their own life.”

“You make it sound so reasonable.” And suddenly she felt a little less
guilty. A little lighter. This was her life. She had a right to make her own
decisions. And if she made mistakes, then they were her mistakes.

“You’ve swapped their dream for yours, your old life with a new life,”
Cecilia said. “Now you need to make it work. Give yourself time.
Experiment a little. Don’t make any decisions in a hurry. For what it’s
worth, I think you’ve done the right thing, coming here.”

She thought so, too. This place had been nothing but good for her.

Because of Cecilia, Lily felt better than she had in a long time.

“Thank you for letting me stay,” she said. “It’s generous of you.”

She could stay in the cottage and there would be no more worrying that
she might be found out. No more feeling uncomfortable that she was
trespassing.

Finally, she could properly relax.

And as no one else in the Lapthorne family knew the cottage existed,
there was no chance of them turning up. The probability of awkward
encounters was zero.



9

Kristen

Kristen stood in her kitchen, staring at the potato salad.

She hated funerals. The concentration of grief was oppressive and the
finality of it disturbed her. She was an optimist. She liked to tell herself that
everything would be all right in the end, but a funeral was proof that things
weren’t always all right in the end and that happy endings were randomly
allocated and far from assured.

Today was Michael’s funeral. He was dead, and no amount of positive
thinking or manifesting was going to bring him back.

She kept trying to remember him in happier times. On their wedding day,
mortified because he’d left the ring in the pocket of his other suit. Hannah’s
first birthday party. A Christmas they’d spent together where they’d been
snowed in. But nothing deleted the image of Michael, broken, being
dragged from a mangled wreck of a car. It was stuck in her head, a macabre
video playing on a loop, and she hadn’t even been there.

Theo had been there, and Theo seemed as broken as Michael. He’d held
it together on the night of the party but had then seemed to unravel. He
hadn’t been to work since it happened, and Kristen had been too worried
about him to leave his side. It had been over a week now and during the day
all he did was wander aimlessly round the house and garden. Occasionally
she’d woken in the night and found him staring at the ceiling.

She’d reached for his hand, trying to hold him back from the edge of the
dark pit that was threatening to swallow him up.

She’d spent years wishing they could spend more time together and just
when she’d given up and tried to find a cure for her loneliness elsewhere,
she now had her husband with her day and night.



Except he wasn’t really “with” her. He was somewhere else. He was lost.

Remembering how she’d felt when her father had died, Kristen had given
him the support she would have liked. She’d held him when the sadness
overwhelmed him, she’d made him hot drinks and hot meals and
encouraged him to go for walks and stay healthy. She’d listened when he
wanted to talk but hadn’t pushed him when he preferred to stay silent.

Everything she did signaled the same thing. I’'m here for you.

She tried to ignore the tiny part of her brain that kept reminding her that
he hadn’t been there for her when her father had died (there had been other
occasions in their marriage when he hadn’t been there for her, either, but the
death of her father had been the hardest to handle), that he hadn’t once
asked her what she’d needed.

That was in the past, and it would stay in the past.

But it had been a difficult week, made more difficult by the fact that her
mother seemed to have gone into hiding. Why she couldn’t say where she
was, Kristen had no idea. Why the secrecy?

She’d had several messages from her, reassuring Kristen that she was
fine, and simply taking some time to deal with a few things. She’d told
Kristen not to worry. That she needed space.

Given that the Lapthorne mansion offered more than enough space for
ten people to live comfortably, Kristen had deduced that what her mother
was really saying was that she needed space from Kristen. Her mother
wouldn’t tell her where she was staying. Her mother didn’t want Kristen to
find her. Whatever crisis had driven her to leave her own party, she didn’t
want to share it with her daughter.

And that stung.

What did it say about you as a person that your own mother went into
hiding to avoid you? When the person who was supposed to love you
unconditionally was so desperate for space from you that they wouldn’t
even tell you where they were?

The whole thing was hurtful and mystifying, and the hurt increased with
each passing day.

Cecilia had assured Kristen that she was fine, but not once had she asked
how Kristen was. She hadn’t apologized for walking out of her own party,
leaving Kristen to handle a hundred guests. She hadn’t asked how it went,
or how Kristen had explained her absence. She didn’t know that Todd had
broken up with Amelie. She didn’t know that Theo had come to the party.



She didn’t know Michael had been killed. She didn’t know that today was
his funeral.

A normal mother, if not actually present, might at least have sent a
message.

Thinking of you today with love.

But her mother wouldn’t be thinking about her, because she didn’t know
anything that was happening in Kristen’s life. She didn’t seem to care.

Her eyes stung and her mood sank so low that she felt a moment of
alarm.

Kristen was no longer worried about her mother; she was worried about
herself.

She felt disturbingly close to the edge. She’d always assumed that
resilience was like a piece of elastic that stretched when you needed it to,
but lately she’d tugged and nothing had happened, and she wondered if it
was more like string, if there were limits. If it might in fact snap if enough
pressure was applied.

Had she reached her limit?

She wanted to talk to someone about it, but there was no one. It was hard
to maintain friendships when life was demanding and during the limited
time she spent with friends they always skimmed over the deeper issues.
She sensed that they were fine (apart from Trisha of course, who definitely
wasn’t fine). Or perhaps no one wanted to admit that their lives weren’t
perfect. Either way, it meant she had no one to turn to.

Her children loved her, she had no doubt about that, but she was their
mother. It was her responsibility to care for them and protect them,
whatever their ages, not the other way round. And she didn’t want to worry
them. Hannah and Todd had their own lives to lead. They didn’t need to
know she wasn’t coping.

The last week had shown her just how alone she was.

Her father would have noticed. Her father would have been there for her.

She had never missed him more. The pain of it gnawed at her insides. If
she was stressed or sad, he’d stop whatever he was doing and pay attention
to her. He’d say things like, How’s my girl? Sometimes he’d just hug her
and tell her, You’re the best.

She badly wanted to hear his voice now. She missed the enveloping
comfort, and the certainty of his love that had felt like a safety net when life



had sent her spinning through the air. Her father had always been there to
catch her.

Now there were nights when she lay awake for hours and worried about
how hard she could fall without that safety net. She wondered who, if
anyone, might catch her.

A few days before, she’d felt so alone that she’d called Jeff, even though
Theo was in the house. She’d thought that just hearing his voice might
make her feel better. She’d wanted someone to ask how she was. She’d
wanted to remind herself that there were people who cared.

But Jeff hadn’t picked up the phone. She’d called four times, and there
had been no answer.

She’d left a message asking him to call her back, but he hadn’t done so,
and she was shaken by how bad that made her feel.

Jeff had been a tonic over the past couple of months. He had listened, and
cared, and given her what she’d needed. Jeff had given her hope that life
could still be fun and exciting, and that she could be wanted and important
to someone.

But now she was beginning to wonder if wanting something badly had
somehow led her to create it in her mind. She wondered if she’d conjured
up a depth of feeling that wasn’t there.

What had it meant to him? She had no idea, and she couldn’t ask him
because he’d basically ghosted her.

She’d told herself that he was probably just busy, but so many days had
passed that no longer seemed a reasonable explanation. Why hadn’t she
heard anything? Perhaps meeting Theo at the party had made him retreat.
Or maybe he’d simply decided he was no longer interested in her.

But she would carry on because that was what she did. She had
responsibilities. There were people who depended on her and she didn’t
want to let anyone down, even though she often felt that people let her
down.

Theo appeared, wearing a suit. “We should leave. I don’t want to be late.
What are you doing?”

“I’m making food to take with us.” Kristen scattered fresh herbs over the
potato salad. Trisha was having a gathering at her house after the funeral,
and she’d asked Kristen to bring a few dishes even though she wasn’t sure
anyone would feel like eating. Kristen certainly didn’t feel like eating.



The funeral made her think of her father’s funeral. Her chest felt tight.
Emotion spilled over.

“I’m dreading this funeral.” She looked at Theo, but he was staring into
the mirror adjusting his tie. “Theo?” Look at me! Can’t you see I’m on the
edge?

He frowned and tightened the knot. “You’ll be okay. You’re the strongest
person I know.”

She stared at his back, wondering how he couldn’t see. Wondering why
he didn’t know.

He was a doctor. He was supposed to be able to tell when someone was
in distress.

And now she wished she’d said nothing. Better to have stayed silent and
imagine that he just wasn’t tuned in to her emotions, than to speak and have
her feelings dismissed.

She didn’t feel strong. She felt fragile. She’d used the last of her strength
propping him up. Losing Michael had stirred up all the feelings of loss
she’d been struggling to handle since her father’s death. Why couldn’t he
see that?

“I wouldn’t have made it through the last week without you.” He turned
and held her gaze. “Thank you.”

She didn’t know what to say, so she nodded. “I need to make a
vinaigrette.”

“Right.” He checked the time. “Have you heard from your mother?”

“Not since her last message. She made it clear she wanted to be left
alone, so that’s what I’'m doing.”

She waited for Theo to ask how she felt about that. To ask if her feelings
were hurt. But instead he reached for the oil and vinegar.

Kristen took the bottles from him and mixed a vinaigrette in a jar which
she then slotted into the bag she’d packed for Trisha. “Can you grab the
cheesecake from the fridge? Then we should leave.”

Theo didn’t move. “I’m dreading this funeral, too.” For a moment he
reminded her of a little boy, vulnerable and afraid. “I wish we didn’t have to
go.”

She wished that, too. It was an unfortunate feature of being an adult, that
you ended up doing lots of things you didn’t want to do.

“We have to go.” She heaved the bag from the counter. “This is Trish. We
have to support her.” Although she still didn’t really know what support



Trisha would need. Technically speaking, Trisha wasn’t the widow. She
hadn’t even been sure Trisha would be at the funeral but when she’d
eventually found the inner strength to call her friend, it turned out that not
only was Trisha going to the funeral, she was also organizing it. She asked
me to do it, can you believe that?

Candy, the original party animal, apparently didn’t do funerals.

Theo removed the cheesecake from the fridge. “It’s my fault.”

“What is your fault?” Kristen took the cheesecake from him and added it
to the bag.

“The fact that Michael is dead.” He’d said the same thing multiple times
since that night. It was the first thing he said to her when he woke up and
the last thing he said before he went to sleep. My fault.

She felt a rush of compassion and gave the same answer she’d been
giving him every day since it happened.

“Theo, it’s not your fault. You weren’t the one who didn’t stop at a
junction and drove into his car.”

“But I was the one who was supposed to be able to save him. I keep
thinking of all the people I have saved over the years, but I couldn’t save
my best friend.”

“You’re a surgeon, Theo, not God.”

He showed no signs of having heard her. “Maybe Trisha won’t want me
at the funeral.”

“You’re his oldest friend. Michael loved you. Trisha loves you. She
wants you at the funeral.” She hoped he wasn’t going to fall apart, and she
hoped she wasn’t going to fall apart thinking of her father. She’d distract
herself by making shopping lists in her head. Or maybe she’d think of fruits
in alphabetical order. That was one of the tricks she used when her thoughts
were spiraling out of control. Apple, banana, cantaloupe.

“I’m grateful to have you.” He crossed the room and hugged her, and she
was so surprised that she didn’t move.

“We’ll get through it.” She leaned against him, breathing in the scent of
him, feeling his arms tighten. And for a moment she felt less alone. She felt
as if those arms were shielding her, as if he was standing between her and
the emptiness that threatened to suck her down. Maybe he didn’t always say
the right thing. Maybe he didn’t always do the right thing. But in this
moment, she felt as if he cared. That was a start.



“I love you, Kristen.” He muttered the words into her hair, and she closed
her eyes and wondered whether this terrible turn of events, this pointless
waste of a precious life, might in the end result in something wonderful. If
it brought her and Theo closer together, then something good would have
come from it.

“I love you, too.”

And that was the problem of course. She did still love him, even though
she didn’t always love the way her life was with him.

He stroked her hair. “I’m going to make the most of every moment we
have together.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder and felt a flicker of hope.

She’d thought that they were stuck, that their situation would never
change. That he would never change. She’d thought Theo was Theo. But
holding him now, feeling him leaning on her, she wondered whether she
might have been wrong about that.



10

Cecilia

Cecilia sat in the shade as Lily brought food out onto the porch. Inviting

Lily to stay had proved to be one of her better ideas. Lily changed the way
the cottage felt. It was as if her energy and presence had somehow swept
the memories into a dark corner, helped by the discovery that Cameron
hadn’t been using the place as a love nest.

They’d been here together for a little more than a week and every day
Lily brought home something new for the cottage. On the first day it had
been a pretty jug that she’d found in a thrift store. She filled it with fresh
flowers from the market and placed it on the kitchen counter. The froth of
white blooms in the cheerful blue jug brightened Cecilia’s day every time
she walked past it. Since then, Lily had brought home a fresh set of
cushions and a soft throw in a shade of sea green.

“You won’t let me pay rent, so this is my contribution,” she’d said when
Cecilia had expressed concern. “I’m trying to cheer the place up. Make it
somewhere you’re happy to be.”

Cecilia was touched by the sentiment, particularly as she knew how
stretched Lily’s budget was.

“You’re extremely creative.”

“I love decorating,” Lily had said. “And money was always tight growing
up, so I learned to do it on a shoestring. I made a patchwork quilt for my
bed out of scraps of fabric that the school was throwing away.”

As well as her obvious talent for interior design, Lily was calm, kind and,
it turned out, an excellent cook.

Tonight, she’d pan-fried salmon fillets and served them with a lemon and
dill sauce and a simple salad of watercress. There was a basket of fresh



bread and a dish of creamy butter sprinkled with sea salt.

“This food is too pretty to eat. It’s a work of art.” Cecilia decided it
wouldn’t have been out of place in a top restaurant.

Lily flushed at the compliment. “It’s just salmon.”

“Maybe, but salmon never looked so good. You have a good eye.”

“For fish?”

Cecilia smiled. “For the way things look. Everything, from flowers to
food. Is tonight the night you finally show me your paintings?”

“Definitely not. I'm enjoying our friendship and I don’t want to ruin it.”

Cecilia rarely ate bread, but the smell was too good to resist. She helped
herself to a chunk and broke it in half. “Why would it ruin a friendship?”

“Because you will either lie and say you love my work, or you’ll say you
hate it. Either way, it would make me feel awkward.”

“Perhaps I’ll say I love it because I do.”

“If you hadn’t spent your life with Cameron Lapthorne then maybe I’d
have the courage to let you have a peep at one or two things I’ve been
fiddling with, but it’s a bit like asking Mozart to listen to my piano
composition. Tough audience. There’s more sauce if you’d like it.” Lily
pushed the small jug toward Cecilia. “I paint for myself really. It gives me
pleasure.”

Cecilia tasted the salmon. “It takes great courage to put creative work on
public display. It feels very personal. This is delicious, by the way.”

“People judge. If they don’t think you’re good enough, then it’s crushing.
I’m trying to protect myself. Probably cowardly, but also necessary.”

She’d had no one to encourage her, Cecilia thought. And confidence
could be as fragile as spun sugar.

“Would it help if I told you that Cameron suffered from terrible imposter
syndrome at times?” It was something she’d never revealed to anyone
before, but it felt right to share it now. She sensed it might help Lily to hear
it, and she felt Cameron would have approved. He’d always supported
young artists.

“What?” Lily put her fork down. “No. I don’t believe you.”

“It’s true, although I’m sharing this in confidence, obviously. He suffered
terribly, particularly at the beginning, when his career took off.” There had
been a reason for that, of course, but she wasn’t going to share that with
Lily. “The point I’'m making, is that many people suffer from imposter



syndrome. The thing that matters most is that you don’t let it stop you doing
things. Are you proud of your work?”

Lily spooned sauce onto her salmon. “I enjoy doing it. I sometimes like
what I produce. Not always. I feel like less of an imposter when I’'m
painting than I did when I was a medical student, so I suppose that’s
something.”

“Maybe after we’ve eaten you could show me just one of your
paintings.” Cecilia focused on her food. “Now tell me about your day.”

Lily took a sip from her glass of iced water. “I spent most of it trying to
scrub tomato sauce from white cabinets. If I hadn’t seen it with my own
eyes, I wouldn’t have known a family of six could make so much mess.
This bread is from the new French patisserie near the marina, by the way.
They’d just pulled it from the oven when I was cycling past, and the smell
was incredible. I couldn’t resist.”

“I can see why.” Cecilia spread the bread with creamy butter. She noticed
that Lily was eating more than she had been at the beginning of the week.
“How does tomato end up on cabinets? That’s a story I need to hear.”

“According to the mother, who stayed just long enough to apologize for
the mess, they were making homemade pizza.” Lily picked up her fork.
“Judging from the amount I scrubbed off the walls, not much of it made it
onto the pizza. I suspect they ate wood-fired dough. It has put me off ever
having kids. I’m thinking I might settle for a dog instead.”

“Dogs can be as messy as kids. And they chew more.”

“Okay, then, maybe I’ll have a rabbit.” Lily finished her salmon.

Cecilia laughed. “Your partner might not go for that.”

“No partner.” Lily put her fork down. “Just me.”

“For now.”

“Probably forever.”

“You’ve been hurt?” She felt a flash of sympathy because she knew
exactly how that felt.

Love could be sweet, but it could also sting.

“Yes, but it was nobody’s fault but mine. No drama there. No one to
blame.” Lily nibbled some bread. “I fell in love with someone who didn’t
share my feelings. I basically messed up my choice of job, and my choice
of man. I’m winning at life.”

The flippant tone didn’t fool Cecilia. You didn’t have to be a
psychologist to see that Lily had been through a tough time.



“You’re here,” she pointed out. “This was one of your choices. And that
seems to be working out.”

Lily sat back. “That’s true. Now it’s your turn to tell me about your day.”

Her day?

She’d spent far too long thinking about the past, but she wasn’t going to
admit that when Lily was trying so hard to make the cottage more
welcoming for Cecilia.

“My day was productive. I cleared the second bedroom and the attic.”

“Oh, well done. Not the master?”

“No.” Cecilia spooned more sauce onto her plate. “Not yet.” And she felt
like a coward for not doing it.

Lily leaned forward. “I could help with that if you’d like me to. When
my grandpa died, I helped my gran clear out his things. She found it so
upsetting. It might help to have someone do it with you.”

“You’re very kind.” If there was one thing she dreaded more than going
into that room, it would be having someone with her to witness her distress.
Lily was looking at her. “Or I could do it for you if you prefer. I could
pile the personal stuff into a box, and you could go through it separately on

your own, when you feel up to it.”

She’d never met anyone as intuitive as Lily.

“I don’t know what’s in that room, but I don’t want to keep any of it. Not
a single thing.” She said it with far more emotion than she’d intended,
perhaps because Lily had already been so open with her, and she braced
herself for the inevitable questions.

But Lily simply nodded. “In that case, why not let me clear it out? And
why don’t I freshen the whole room while I’m at it? I could change the
bedding. The cover in there is old-fashioned. Maybe a fresh coat of paint on
the walls. We could give everything a modern, beachy feel.”

“There isn’t much point. I won’t be sleeping in there. I’m happy in the
second bedroom.” On the other hand, why was she refusing? Lily was
offering to do a job she’d been dreading. Why not let her help? “I suppose if
you have time to clear it all out, then that would be good.”

“Great. It can be a job for this weekend. That reminds me.” Lily stood
up. “I have something to show you. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw
it yesterday. This is why I needed you to lend me your car today. Thanks for
that, by the way.”

“You’ve bought something else? Lily, you must let me pay you.”



“It didn’t cost anything because it was damaged. I found it outside a
house that was being renovated with a note saying to help myself. So I did
as I was told and helped myself. Close your eyes.”

Cecilia dutifully closed her eyes, wondering what Lily had brought home
this time. She heard the sound of something scraping along the floor and
then a loud clonk as Lily put something heavy down on the deck.

“Okay.” She sounded breathless. “You can look.”

Cecilia opened her eyes and saw an old, battered bookcase, complete
with splinters and chipped paint.

Lily blew strands of hair out of her eyes and sent her a triumphant look.
“Isn’t it fantastic?”

€

“I happened to notice that you have a lot of books stacked on the floor in
the second bedroom. I thought they needed a home, and this should fit
perfectly in the little nook by the window.”

Cecilia wasn’t sure what to say.

Lily waited expectantly. “You’re thinking it’s hideous.”

“I’m thinking it looks—distressed.”

Lily grinned. “Well, that makes three of us, doesn’t it? We can all be
distressed here together. But not for long. At least, not for this bookshelf.
Ta-da—" Like a magician, she produced a tin of paint. “It’s called Seafoam
Green. Just a hint of the ocean. I bet the marketing people had fun with that.
More appealing than calling it Lizard Green, I suppose. Anyway, it’s going
to look great.”

Cecilia decided it was worth giving houseroom to the hideous bookcase
just to see Lily looking so animated. “Does it have woodworm?”

“I don’t think so, but by the time I’ve finished the only thing living in this
will be your books.”

How could she say no?

“If you think we should keep it, then we should do that. I suppose it
would be a kindness to give it a home. It needs some love.”

And so did Lily.

Cecilia felt a ripple of frustration. Did Lily’s parents not see how creative
she was? It shone through in everything, from the way she dressed to the
food she prepared. It was almost as if they didn’t know their own daughter.

But she probably shouldn’t be judging. She was all too aware of her own
deficiencies as a mother. Parenting was never straightforward. And it was



easier to see both the big picture and the mistakes when the child in
question wasn’t your own.

She was increasingly intrigued by Lily. There was no doubt that she had
an eye for shape and shade, and for design. Cecilia was interested to see her
paintings but so far hadn’t been able to persuade Lily to share her work.

“You don’t believe me when I say it’s going to be beautiful. Wait until
I’ve finished with it. I can’t believe what some people throw away.” Lily
put the tin of paint on the table and sat down again. “I was thinking that if
being in the cottage is difficult for you, then maybe we could change it.”

“Change it?”

“Why not? Instead of tweaking things, let’s be bolder. For example the
walls where you removed the paintings look—"

“Truly awful?”

Lily smiled. “I was going to say ‘bare.” And while we’re thinking about
the living room, we should consider moving the sofa so that it faces the
view. And how would you feel about me painting the walls?”

“Did you have a color in mind?” The idea of redecorating the cottage
hadn’t crossed her mind. There didn’t seem to be much point. But now she
thought about it, moving the sofa was a good idea. Why on earth hadn’t
they done so before?

“I was thinking bright red for one of the walls and luminous purple for
the other two. Maybe add a gold stripe or two.” Lily looked at her, deadpan,
and then laughed. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist. You should see your face.”

“You’re a wicked girl. And now tell me what color you really have in
mind.”

“I thought I’d dilute the seafoam so that it’s more of a pale wash. You
might fall in love with the place all over again.”

Was that what this was about?

“That isn’t going to happen.” Cecilia kept her voice gentle. “I don’t want
you to go to so much trouble if that’s your objective.”

“It will be fun. And even if it doesn’t change the way you feel about the
place, it will probably make it easier to sell if everything is freshly painted.”
“I suppose there is some truth in that.” Cecilia stood up and cleared the

plates. “Stay there. You’ve had a busy day. I’ll make us coffee.”

“I’ll help.” Lily followed her into the kitchen. “The Girl on the Shore
intrigues me.”

Cecilia stacked the dishwasher. “In what way?”



“It’s different from his later paintings. It’s more whimsical. Dreamy. His
later works are bolder. I’'m glad you left that one on the wall.”

She was probably a fool for doing so. She still didn’t know why Cameron
hadn’t destroyed it as they’d agreed.

But Lily wouldn’t understand the significance of that particular painting,
so the fact that she’d seen it didn’t matter. Still, Cecilia wasn’t keen to
discuss it in any detail.

“The coffee is brewing so now would be a good time for you to show me
your own paintings.” She saw the flicker of uncertainty cross Lily’s face. “I
promise to say nothing. Nothing at all. I’ll just look.”

“But then I’ll be stressed trying to work out what you’re thinking. You
were married to Cameron Lapthorne. You were surrounded by artistic
genius. That’s pretty daunting for the rest of us normal mortals.” Lily
looked anxious and then straightened her shoulders. “But if you’re sure
that’s what you want. Probably best for me to hear the truth now, then I can
give up dreams of being an artist before I waste as much time on it as I did
medical school. Otherwise by the time I figure out what I’'m going to do,
my ability to do it will be long gone.”

Cecilia looked at her sweet, unlined face, the nose smattered with
freckles, the dark hair that curled and tumbled. Today Lily was wearing a
pair of denim shorts with a T-shirt in vibrant shades of turquoise and aqua
that brought out the blue of her eyes.

“That T-shirt looks good on you. The design is unusual.”

Lily glanced down. “This is one of my more successful tie-dye
experiments. There were a few disasters along the way, although I managed
to salvage a few and turn them into hair scrunchies.”

Cecilia was fast learning that there were no limits to Lily’s creativity. “I
want to see your work. Show me.”

She grabbed Lily’s arm and urged her through the living room to the
studio at the back of the cottage. It was the first time she’d been in there
since returning and she braced herself to be slapped in the face by the full
force of memories.

Lily stopped dead at the door. “I’m really not sure this is a good idea.”

Cecilia wasn’t sure it was a good idea, either, although for different
reasons.

She stepped past Lily and was pleasantly surprised to see the room
almost empty. There were no traces of Cameron here. The sun beamed



down through the tall windows, throwing light across the old, scuffed
floorboards. Tall cupboards lined one entire wall. She knew they would
contain paintings, but also paints, pastels, charcoal, old rags—everything.
She remembered painting here in the early days, before she’d become part
of the Cameron Lapthorne machine. There was an easel tucked into one
corner and an old chair, paint spattered and with a spoke missing.

“I’1l show you the last one I did. The one I like.” Lily opened one of the
cupboards and pulled open a drawer. “I know I shouldn’t have left it here,
but I didn’t want to fold it and put it in my backpack.”

“I should hope not. Show me.” She stood over Lily’s shoulder and
studied the painting on top. It was a watercolor of the Cape seashore, light
and delicate, the colors soft and luminous.

Cecilia felt something stir inside her. A trickle of excitement. “Show me
another.”

“If you hate that one then there’s probably no point in—"

“Let’s lay them out on the table.” Cecilia took the seashore landscape and
placed it on the long table that ran along the length of the wall opposite. “I
can’t see it like this. We need a frame.” She opened a different cupboard
and stared at the frames. She and Cameron had kept a few for their own use.
She pulled one out and dismissed it. Too small. She selected another, and
then took a mount. “Let’s try this. Just to see how it looks.”

“It’s a beautiful frame, but it’s wasted on my—"

“Hush. I need to concentrate.” Cecilia flipped over the frame, inserted the
mount and positioned Lily’s painting. “This is temporary, obviously.”

“Obviously.” Lily sounded faint.

Having secured the painting, Cecilia propped it against the wall and took
several paces back so that she could study it properly.

She felt a thrill of excitement. Tears stung her eyes. It had been so long
since she truly felt anything that she’d started to wonder if she’d be numb
forever, but she felt something now. Something powerful and energetic that
she hadn’t felt in a while.

She put her hand to her mouth.

“You’re trying to find something polite to say,” Lily muttered. “Sorry. I
knew I shouldn’t have shown you. I’m just an amateur. I splodge paint on
paper. That’s it.” Lily reached for the painting, but Cecilia caught her arm.

“Leave it. Don’t touch it.” She found it hard to speak, but she knew she
had to. “Lily, it’s stunning.”



“Yes, it’s a great frame. It could make a stick man look good.”

“Not the frame. The painting.” Her mind was racing. Who should she
talk to about this?

It was so long since she’d been here she was no longer part of the
community. Did Seth’s family still own the gallery on Main Street?
Probably not. Seth would be in his seventies. He was probably enjoying
retirement somewhere.

She had no connections locally, and that was her own fault. But she
knew, without vanity, that she could show up at any gallery and that they
would pay her attention. But she’d need more than one painting. “Show me
everything you have.”

“Honestly, I don’t think—"

“Lily! Show me.”

“You’re very bossy all of a sudden.” Grumbling, face pink, Lily lifted the
rest of the paintings from the drawer. “A couple of these are pastels. I was
experimenting. I won’t show you the oil. That was a disaster. If it had been
fabric, it would have been turned into a scrunchie.”

“Give me the oil, too. Give me everything. I want to see all your
‘disasters.’” Cecilia spread them out, one by one. Her hands shook. “Who
have you shown these to?”

“No one. Who would I show them to? Also, why?”

“And before that? Who saw your work?”

“Er—my mother. She always said, ‘very nice, honey,” because that’s
what mothers are supposed to say. Admiring what your child produces is
sort of in the parental job description, isn’t it? I sketched a bit during
lectures at college to relieve the boredom, but as I was supposed to be
studying organic chemistry at the time the professor wasn’t impressed.”

“What about school? Your teachers didn’t say anything?”

“Not really.”

“Criminal.” Cecilia scanned the paintings and selected three. “We’re
going to frame these three.” She almost confessed that she was going to
show them to someone, but she stopped herself. If she was wrong, if she’d
lost her touch, then Lily never needed to know. “Have you visited the
gallery on Main Street?”

“There are several galleries on Main Street. You have to be more
specific.”



“It used to be called Atlantic Art.” She’d spent hours there, soaking in the
atmosphere, feeling part of something.

“It’s still there. I gaze at the windows all the time. They have wonderful
paintings. And sculpture.”

The way Lily was looking at her made her wonder if the whole of her
past was showing in her face.

“Maybe I’ll pay a visit.” She thought about Seth. She’d thought about
him a lot since his card had arrived. “I used to know people, although I
doubt they’re still there.”

“You’re reconnecting with the locals. That’s nice, but I don’t see what it
has to do with my paintings.”

“Nothing at all.” She didn’t want to make Lily nervous or raise her
hopes, particularly if nothing came of it. Maybe Seth wouldn’t be there.
Maybe whoever owned the place now wouldn’t agree with her assessment
of Lily’s work. “I’m glad you showed me these. They’re good, Lily. Better
than good.” She saw a brief flicker of hope and excitement in Lily’s eyes
and then it was gone.

“You’re just saying that because you’re afraid that if you’re honest I will
bring back woodworm-infested bookshelves into your home.”

She had so little faith in herself. So little belief. But maybe that was what
happened when you’d been trapped in the wrong pen.

“You may not be a doctor, Lily, but you’re definitely an artist. And don’t
accuse me of being kind. I’'m never kind. You have real talent. Raw, but full
of promise.”

“You are kind. You’re letting me stay here.”

“And in return you are transforming the place and keeping me fed.”
Cecilia took the paintings one by one and stacked them carefully. “I think
you’re looking at artist in narrow terms. There are many different ways of
satisfying that creative urge. For example, these days I mostly focus on my
garden—" Cecilia frowned and turned her head. “Did you hear something?
A car?”

“Didn’t hear anything. No one comes out this far.”

But someone had.

They heard the thump of a car door, the crunch of footsteps and the sound
of a voice at the front door.

“Hello? Is anyone around?” The voice was deep and male, and Cecilia
put down the last of the paintings. She immediately felt on edge and



defensive. The last thing she wanted was visitors.

“I must have forgotten to close the front door.”

“Nanna?”

This time Cecilia recognized the voice. “That’s—it sounds like my
grandson. It can’t be, surely. It isn’t possible. No one knows where I am.
Todd?” She raised her voice. “Is that you?”

“Todd?” Lily’s face lost some of its color and she flattened herself to the
wall of the studio as if she was trying to disappear. “You said no one knew
you even owned this place.”

“They don’t. I don’t know how he could possibly have found me.” She
felt a rush of frustration. Had he brought someone with him?

She patted Lily on the arm and walked out into the living area.

She was ready to be annoyed with him but then he strolled through the
door, loose-limbed and handsome, strands of hair falling over his forehead.
He gave her that warm Todd smile and irritation melted away.

She found it impossible to be angry with him. “Todd, what are you doing
here?”

“I was trying to solve the mystery of the disappearing grandmother. I
don’t suppose you’ve seen her, have you? She’s about this tall—" he lifted
his hand to a point just below the height of his shoulders “—and fierce. Has
a tendency to vanish without warning.”

“How did you find me?”

“I tried the FBI but they were busy, so I had to settle for exploiting
technology. I tracked your phone.” He studied her, the laughter in his eyes
replaced by concern. “Last time I saw you, you were upset. Then you
disappeared. I was worried.”

“I told everyone I was fine.”

“Which is why I left you alone until now. But worrying about you was
starting to keep me awake and I need my beauty sleep. I thought I’d come
and check on you myself.”

“You—tracked my phone?”

“Yes. Not something I’ve ever done before, and I only did it this time
because I was worried. And now I can see you’re alive and well and
looking—" he narrowed his eyes “—actually looking a lot better than you
have in a while—TI’ll leave you alone if that’s what you want.”

How did anyone resist him? You could hardly be angry with someone for
caring too much, could you?



“We were about to have coffee on the porch. Would you join us?”

“Coffee would work. A cold beer would work better. I don’t suppose you
happen to have one stowed in that fridge? This place is great. Did you book
it online?” He glanced toward the kitchen and then back at her, his gaze
sharpening. “Wait a minute. You said ‘we.” You’re not alone?”

His eyes drifted to a point past her shoulder, and she saw his expression
change from shock to pleasure. “Lily?”

Cecilia felt a flicker of surprise.

“You two know each other? Well, of course you do, as Lily is Hannah’s
friend. I don’t know why that didn’t occur to me. She’s staying with me.”

And judging from the expression on Lily’s face she wasn’t too pleased to
see Todd.

She masked her dismay swiftly, but not before Cecilia had glimpsed
something close to panic in her eyes.

She remembered what Lily had said about loving someone who didn’t
love her back.

Was it a leap to assume that person was Todd?

If so, she might not be the only one who wasn’t entirely pleased to see
him here.
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Todd.” Lily forced herself to step forward. What choice did she have?

The other option was escaping through a window and once was enough for
one week. And, anyway, she didn’t need Todd wondering why she would go
to those lengths to avoid him.

She needed to play the part of little sister’s best friend. Which was what
she was.

“Hey, Lily.” For a second his gaze locked on hers and then he covered the
distance between them in two long strides and pulled her in for a hug.

She shouldn’t have been surprised. This was Todd. Demonstrative,
affectionate and all-around good guy. Yes, he had faults, but it was her
misfortune that she loved his faults as much as the rest of him. He could be
annoyingly stubborn, often took ages to reply to messages because he rarely
checked his phone when he was working, and he tended to give people the
benefit of the doubt (which was presumably how he’d ended up engaged to
Amelie).

And even if she had managed to hate those things about him, it was hard
not to love a guy who went to such lengths to check his grandmother was
okay.

For a moment she was pressed up against him, and she felt the hard wall
of his chest and the strength of his arms as he tugged her close.

She breathed in the scent of him and sank into the power of him and felt
everything she’d locked down explode. The feelings she’d tried so hard to
bury escaped in a joyous bound. Her knees weakened. Her heart flew. She
was scarily close to hugging him so tightly he’d never be able to escape
back to Amelie.



Amelie.

Pulling away from him, keeping it casual, was brutal.

“Hi there.” Did she sound normal? She felt anything but normal. “It’s
been a while.”

She’d spent Thanksgiving with Hannah and the family. Before she’d
dropped out. Before she’d fallen out with Hannah.

“What are you doing here?” He frowned. “Hannah mentioned that you’d
left medical school. What happened?”

“Enough of the inquisition, Todd.” Cecilia gestured to the kitchen. “The
one rule in this household is that no one is obliged to talk about anything
they don’t want to talk about. Make yourself useful and bring the coffee
outside.”

Lily felt a rush of gratitude and then realized that Todd was still looking
at her closely.

“I’ll fetch the coffee,” she said quickly. “You must be tired after your
drive. I’m sure you two want to catch up.”

And she needed to steady herself.

She headed to the kitchen and took as much time as she felt would pass
as reasonable. She poured coffee into mugs, tipped a few of the lemon
cookies Cecilia had baked fresh that morning onto a plate and added a jug
of milk. She knew exactly how Todd took his coffee—black and strong,
even this late in the evening. Everything about him was studded into her
brain.

Todd.

She couldn’t believe he was here. She’d been so absorbed by what
Cecilia was saying about her paintings she hadn’t even heard the car.

And now her head was spinning. Todd dominated her thoughts, but
underneath was a feeling of dizzying delight that Cecilia liked her work.
What had she said? You have real talent. Did she mean that? She’d spent a
long time studying each one and muttering things Lily didn’t catch. And
she’d made the paintings look so much better by framing them.

For a moment Lily imagined her work hanging on a wall and then she
brought herself back down to earth. She’d think about that later. For now,
she needed to focus on Todd.

She wished she was wearing something dressier than her tie-dye T-shirt
and her oldest pair of shorts. Amelie always wore dresses. Flowing,
feminine dresses that cost more than Lily was ever likely to earn in a year.



Holding firmly to the edges of the tray, she walked back outside to find
Todd standing next to Cecilia admiring the view. His arm was looped
around her shoulders.

“This place is incredible. How did you find it?”

Cecilia glanced up at him. “More importantly, how did you find me? You
said you tracked my phone. How? Who else should I be expecting?”

“No one. I used my laptop. I showed you, remember?” His tone was
patient. “I set it up so that if you ever lost your phone, we could find it
again.”

“Oh. Yes, I think I do remember now. I often lose my phone, so it
sounded a useful thing to do,” Cecilia said. “But I didn’t know you were
going to use it to find me.”

“It’s a good thing you and your phone were in the same place.” He kissed
his grandmother on the cheek. “I wanted to check you hadn’t been
kidnapped and held for ransom.”

Lily put the tray down on the table and unloaded the mugs. Because Todd
wasn’t looking at her, she allowed herself to look at him. Just for a few
seconds. It was like eating one square of chocolate when really you wanted
to devour the whole bar.

Cecilia lifted an eyebrow. “Did you receive a ransom note?”

Todd smiled, apparently undeterred by her crisp tone. “No, but I decided
that maybe they liked you and decided to keep you. Maybe you made them
your lemon cookies and they decided never to let you go. Don’t be angry. It
was done with the best of intentions and I promise never to do it again,
providing you promise never to disappear again.”

“You’re a smooth talker, Todd Buckingham, but your charm doesn’t
work on me.” But her tone had softened. “And there I was thinking that no
one would ever be able to find me. You’re sure no one else is on the way
here?”

“Positive.” His attention was caught by the bookcase. “What’s this? I
love it.”

“You do?” Cecilia followed his gaze. “You and Lily are clearly seeing
something I’m not.”

“Look at the wood. It’s an excellent piece of craftsmanship.” He dropped
into a crouch and ran his hand lovingly over one of the shelves. “This is
well-made. Someone took time over it.”

“And then someone let it go to ruin.”



“It can be restored.”

“That’s what Lily thought.”

“Lily found it?” He glanced up at her, curious, one hand still on the
bookshelf. “Where?”

She couldn’t believe he was here, looking at her with those blue eyes
while the breeze played with his hair.

“Someone threw it out.”

“They must have had a touch of the sun, don’t you think? What are your
plans for it?”

“I’m going to put it in the second bedroom. But first I’'m going to sand it
down, paint it. Remove the bottom shelf because it’s damaged.”

“Shame to lose a shelf. I could fix that.” He ran his finger across the
shelf, pausing where the wood was split in an ugly gash. “It would be like
new. Better than new, because why buy something new when you can have
this?”

Cecilia sighed. “It’s two against one, so I guess that ugly splintered thing
is staying in my house.”

“Your house?” Todd rose to his feet. “That brings me to my next
question. What is this place? Is it a rental? It’s stunning. How did you find
it?” He tilted his head back and shaded his eyes, studying the pitched roof
and the windows. “I might be in love.”

Lily heard the excitement in his voice and felt a pang because his
reaction to the place mirrored hers, and that reminded her just how well
they’d always connected.

She saw Cecilia hesitate, weighing her response.

“It’s not a rental,” she said quietly. “It’s mine.”

He turned, his gaze sharp. “You bought this place?”

“No. Well, yes, I suppose so. Technically. But it’s not a recent purchase.
Your grandfather and I bought it fifty years ago.”

“You—" Todd stared at her, digesting that. “Does Mom know?”

“No one knows. Except you. Now you know. Which will no doubt
complicate things.” Cecilia suddenly seemed tired. She sat back down on
the porch and reached for one of the mugs. “You shouldn’t have come here,
Todd.”

Lily saw that her hand wasn’t quite steady and wondered if Todd saw it,
too.



She thought that maybe he did, because he was silent for a moment and
then he nodded.

“You kept it a secret. I don’t know why, and you don’t need to tell me
why. I can keep secrets, Nanna.” He spoke softly, and there was no
doubting the sincerity in his words and his voice. “If you don’t want people
to know about this place, they won’t hear it from me. And if you want me to
leave, then I'll leave. I really did just want to check on you. I know it’s been
a difficult time.”

Cecilia lifted the coffee mug to her lips and Lily thought she saw a sheen
in her eyes.

“I don’t want you to leave. But thank you for offering. You’re a very
special young man.”

Todd gave a wry smile. “There are a few people right now who would
disagree with you. And now I’m going to steal a lemon cookie and a mug of
that coffee. Lily?”

She’d been lost in her own thoughts, some of them about the earlier
conversation with Cecilia about her paintings, and some of them about
Todd. And now she saw that he was holding a mug out toward her.

“Thanks.” She took the mug but didn’t sit, instead staring out across the
ocean, watching as the sun dipped toward the sea. It was the best time of
day, in her opinion. Normally it soothed her, but not tonight. Tonight,
nothing could calm the flutter in her stomach and the crazy dance of her
heart. Even though she knew it was hopeless, that nothing would ever come
of it, she couldn’t seem to help feeling the way she felt whenever she was
around him.

Fortunately, his attention was on his grandmother.

“How often did you come here, Nanna?”

“I haven’t been here for many years. I thought your grandfather had sold
it. He was supposed to have sold it.”

“That would have been a crime. Do you have any idea what you have
here?”

Lily turned her head and saw sadness in Cecilia’s face.

Todd saw the place as Lily did, in terms of position and potential. Cecilia
saw only the past. Memories. It seemed to Lily that the place was furnished
with them, and she’d been trying hard to make some changes in the hope
that it might alter the way Cecilia felt. But she knew her contribution was
probably too small to count.



And Todd’s arrival had reminded her that although she and Cecilia had
created their own little world in this cottage, the real world was still out
there. It hadn’t gone away.

“I know what I have,” Cecilia said. “That’s why Cameron and I bought it
in the first place. And I will be selling it.”

Todd put his mug down and leaned forward. “Why would you sell
somewhere so perfect?”

Because it hurts her to be here, Lily thought. But he couldn’t know that.
She was the only one who had witnessed Cecilia’s distress on the night
she’d arrived at the cottage, and sometimes family were the last people you

could be honest with.

Her own experience had taught her that.

Cecilia paused and for a moment Lily thought she might be about to tell
Todd the truth, but then she shrugged.

“I’m selling it because I have no use for the place.”

“Sell it to me,” Todd said instantly. “I’m serious. I’ve been looking for
somewhere. This fits my criteria.”

Lily was hit by a sudden wave of nausea. If Cecilia sold it to Todd—and
why wouldn’t she?—then Amelie would live here. Amelie would wake up
in the mornings and be greeted by that glorious view. Amelie would wake
up and be greeted by Todd. They’d sit on the porch together. They’d walk
on the beach together. They’d make their own footprints and gradually
erase the prints of all the people who had come before. Including Lily’s.

Suddenly the cottage, the one perfect thing in her life, seemed tainted.
Amelie might as well have thrown paint over it.

She stood up so suddenly the coffee slopped out of her mug and onto the
table. “Sorry. I’ll get a cloth.”

“Lily?” Cecilia half rose. “Are you all right, honey?”

“I’m fine. It’s been a long day, that’s all.” And seeing Todd was a special
kind of torture. It hadn’t occurred to her that she’d see him here, of all
places.

But it had woken her up to reality.

Yes, she loved this place, but she wasn’t making a new life here. She was
hiding from her old life. She was avoiding making decisions. If she wanted
her parents to treat her like an adult, then she needed to prove that she was
one.



The fleeting rush of elation that she’d felt when Cecilia had admired her
paintings had vanished, replaced by the usual heavyweight doubt. The
uncertainty. And the guilt. Always the guilt. She had no idea how to shake it
off. It might have been easier to do so had there not been truth in her
mother’s words.

She was right. It wasn’t realistic to believe she could support herself as
an artist.

How many people who dreamed of being an “artist” ended up making
money? You only had to look at the statistics to know it was a fantasy. Art
would always be her hobby, but what she needed to do now was find a way
to make enough money to live on. Something she wouldn’t dread doing.
Something that didn’t make her wake every day with a knot in her stomach.

“You should go to bed.” Cecilia was still looking at her with concern.
“You’re up so early every day.”

Todd vanished into the kitchen and returned with the cloth. “How did you
come to be staying here, Lily?”

“She’s here because I invited her,” Cecilia said. “And where are you
planning on staying tonight? You said you were doing a job out here.”

“In Provincetown, but it doesn’t start until next week.” He mopped the
pool of coffee. “I was planning on checking into a hotel.”

Cecilia shook her head. “You won’t get a hotel room now. Everywhere
will be booked solid.”

“You’re probably right. I’ve been working today. Didn’t think it through.
I don’t suppose—" he gave her his lost puppy look “—given that I'm
technically homeless, could I crash on the sofa for one night?”

“Those sad eyes don’t work on me, Todd Buckingham. That look didn’t
work when you were three and wanted chocolate cake instead of lunch. And
it doesn’t work now. Neither does the pretense that you’re incompetent and
somehow ‘forgot’ to book.”

He looked sheepish. “All right, I was hoping to spend some time with
you. Satisfy myself you really are okay. If you’ll let me stay tonight, then
I’ll find somewhere more long-term tomorrow.”

Cecilia eyed his long, rangy body. “You haven’t been able to fit on my
sofa since you were ten years old.”

“It will be fine. If it’s inconvenient I can always sleep in my car or on the
beach. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

Cecilia looked at Lily. “Do you mind if Todd stays?”



What was she supposed to say? Yes, she minded. Having Todd here
erased the sense of peace that the cottage gave her. It wasn’t that she didn’t
want him here. It was that she really did want him here, desperately. And
wanting him and not showing it required an effort and energy she wasn’t
sure she had.

But she was going to have to find the energy.

She was touched that Cecilia had even asked for her opinion, but there
was only one answer she could give.

“Of course I don’t mind.”

Cecilia studied her grandson. “You can stay, but you don’t think your
family will want to know where you are?”

“No,” Todd said. “Mom and Dad have been preoccupied since Michael
died, so they’re not likely to ask. You’re not top of mind. I think Mom has
decided that, providing you’re telling her you’re okay, she’s going to
believe you and leave you alone.”

“Michael died? When?” Cecilia pressed her hand to her chest, visibly
shocked by the news.

Lily had no idea who Michael was, but he was clearly someone who had
been important to the family.

“The day of the party,” Todd said. “Car accident. You didn’t know?”

“No. I must have left before it happened, and I haven’t been looking at
the news. That’s dreadful. I had no idea.” Cecilia took a breath. “How is
your mother?”

“Sad, obviously. Busy trying to make Dad feel better. He hasn’t been to
work since.”

Cecilia gave him a long look. “She and your father have been spending
time together?”

Lily thought it was a strange question, but Todd didn’t seem to think so.

“Yes. A rare occurrence in our house. I don’t suppose it will last,” Todd
said. “You know Dad. He’ll soon be back working his usual hours.”

“I must contact her. I should have done it before.” Cecilia looked
agitated. “And what about Amelie? Won’t she be wanting to join you?”

“Ah. Amelie.” Todd sat down. “She won’t be joining me, now or in the
future. We broke up.”

Cecilia’s brows lifted. “After a week of being engaged?”

“Yes. Shortest engagement on record, I know.” He pulled a face. “It’s
complicated.”



Todd was no longer with Amelie?

Lily’s heart soared upward and her mood with it. Why? She had a
hundred questions. Who was the instigator? Why had Todd fallen for her in
the first place? Did it make her a bad person that she felt euphoria and not
pity for Amelie?

Todd was no longer engaged.

Todd was no longer marrying Amelie.

Cecilia squeezed his arm. “You can stay. And you don’t need to wedge
yourself into the sofa and give yourself a backache. You can take the master
bedroom.”

“The master?”

“The master, and no questions.”

“All right. If you’re sure.” But his gaze lingered on her face and then
shifted to Lily, as if he was hoping to find answers there.

Lily couldn’t think of anything except the fact that he was no longer with
Amelie.

“I’m going to bed,” she said. “Early start tomorrow and I’m tired.”

But being tired didn’t help her sleep.

An hour passed. And then another hour. She turned over in the bed, then
turned over again and checked the time on her phone. She counted how
much time she had left to sleep before the alarm woke her. Not enough.

But still she didn’t sleep. Her mind was too active. She was too hot. She
plumped the pillow, turned it to the cool side and tried a different position.
The breeze and the sound of the sea wafted through the skylights.

She lay there, wide-awake, thinking about Amelie and Todd, and then
just about Todd. And herself. And why people had to fall in love with the
wrong person.

She wanted to know what had happened. Or did she? What if Todd was
brokenhearted and that was why he was here?

Irritated with herself, knowing that she was never going to sleep if she
carried on lying there, she slid out of bed. She might as well get up, go
outside and see if that helped.

Trying not to make a noise, she pulled on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and
headed downstairs.

She tiptoed across the room, opened the door and stepped onto the porch.

She stood for a moment, breathing in the night air and the scent of the
ocean. Then she walked to the beach.



The sand was cool under her feet, and she walked almost to the water’s
edge. The moon sent slivers of silver across the water. She stared out to sea
and imagined the early explorers navigating the shoreline and the shifting
sands. The seabed in this area was littered with shipwrecks.

She felt a little like that herself. She’d been forging ahead, trying to
navigate the storms of life, and suddenly she’d hit a sandbank and sunk.

She sat down on the sand, arms hooked around her knees.

One thing she knew for certain was that she couldn’t stay here for much
longer. She’d swapped her old life for this new life, but it wasn’t real. It
couldn’t be forever. She needed to do something to earn money.

“Lily?”

His voice came from behind her and she turned, dismayed.

She hadn’t expected or wanted company.

“I’m sorry if I woke you.” There was enough light from the moon to be
able to see him.

“You didn’t. I couldn’t sleep. Too much going on in my head.” He’d
pulled on track pants, and his T-shirt was a pale faded blue, washed until it
barely held together. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

He sat down next to her, close but not touching. “Maybe because you’re
sitting on a beach at two o’clock in the morning when I happen to know
from my grandmother that your alarm goes off at five thirty.”

The thought made her wince. “I like it out here. It’s special.”

“I’m not arguing with that.” He paused. “I didn’t expect to see you here.
How long have you known my grandmother?”

She was too tired to field awkward questions. “I met her once when I was
with Hannah. It must have been around ten years ago.”

“So how did you come to be staying here with her?”

“It’s a long story. Some coincidence involved. And some good timing.
I’m working for a local management company, caretaking properties. I was
looking after Dune Cottage and then your grandmother arrived. I needed
somewhere to live. She let me stay here.”

He waited. “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to tell me? Cut me some
slack, Lily. I’'m worried about my grandmother.”

“And you think I’m exploiting her in some way?”

“What? No. Of course not. Why would you think—" He shook his head.
“I’m in the dark here, that’s all. A week ago, my grandmother did a runner



from her own party. I’'m guessing you know about that. Massive cake. A
hundred people gathered together ready to wish her happy birthday.
Champagne. The only thing missing was the birthday girl. And while it’s
true that there have been plenty of parties I could happily have run away
from in my time, I don’t think that’s what this was. She was behaving
strangely. It’s not that long since she lost my grandfather. My mother was
worried sick, but she’s scared of things she can’t control and she had a lot
on her mind, what with Dad and everything, so I wasn’t too worried at first.
But a week—a week is a long time, so I thought I’d check for myself. The
plan was to put my mind at rest, and then melt away quietly.”

“But here you are.”

“Can I help it if I was born with a curious mind?” He grinned. “Not only
do I discover that my grandmother is living in a property she has apparently
owned virtually forever and told no one about, but you’re staying there with
her. I have a few questions. More than a few.”

Lily sat up straighter. “I can’t answer those questions. If there are things
you want to know about your grandmother, you need to ask her.”

He sighed. “You didn’t inherit a gossip gene, did you? I should have
remembered that about you. All right, so you won’t tell me about my
grandmother—I’m impressed by your discretion and loyalty by the way—
but you’re allowed to tell me about yourself.”

“What do you want to know?”

“I know you gave up medicine.” His voice softened. “I know you’re
living here now. Fill in the gaps for me.”

It wasn’t something she wanted to think about, especially not now, at two
in the morning, when she was trying to calm her mind.

“I’m here because I needed to get away. That’s all you need to know.”

He was silent for a moment. “You used to talk to me about everything.
School. Art. Your parents.”

“That was a long time ago.” Before she’d dropped out.

“Not so long. And I’m the same person.”

Maybe he was the same, but the circumstances had changed.

If there were things she might have said to him before, she wasn’t going
to say them now.

“I’m here because I like it here. I like the way the place makes me feel.”

He nodded. “That’s a good reason to stay somewhere. Also, it’s far away
from your old life. If you’re going to run away, this is a good place to be. I



get it.”

“I never said I was running away.” But she was. That was exactly what
she was doing. “You think I’m a coward.”

“No. If you are, then I’'m a coward, too. Why do you think I’m here?”

She couldn’t imagine him running from anything.

“I thought you came to check on your grandmother.”

“That, too.” He was silent for a moment. “I don’t expect you to betray
confidences, but how worried should I be about her? And don’t say she’s
fine, because I know she’s not fine.”

Lily thought about the night Cecilia had arrived. The broken paintings.
The sobs.

She’d witnessed a deeply personal moment that shouldn’t have had
witnesses and she had no intention of revealing the details.

She was about to shut him down again but then she saw the worry in his
eyes and relented.

“I can’t share the detail because I don’t actually know it. I do know that
she was upset when she arrived and that she seems a little better after a
week here.” She hesitated. “I do know that she needed to come to this
place.”

“She thought my grandfather had sold it. Which meant they had secrets.”
Todd stared out to sea. “After all those years together, they had secrets.
Imagine discovering something like that after someone has died. You can’t
ever find out why they didn’t tell you. You can’t ever have closure.”

“Maybe there are always things we keep from those closest to us.”

“From parents, definitely. Friends, maybe. But in a marriage?” He shook
his head. “If you can’t trust the person you’ve chosen to spend your life
with, how is that ever going to work? If they have secrets, how would you
really know a person. And isn’t really knowing someone the point of a
relationship?”

“I don’t know. I don’t consider myself an expert on relationships.” She’d
had two, both woefully thin and unimportant. There had been very ordinary
sex and a depressing lack of depth and intimacy. She hadn’t cared enough to
wonder why they hadn’t worked. The truth was she’d only ever loved one
man, and he was sitting next to her.

“I’m not an expert, either.” He gave a faint smile. “Which is probably the
reason I’m sitting here now without a fiancée.”

Was he hurting?



She didn’t want to think about Amelie, but she couldn’t bear to think of
Todd hurting.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Maybe. But not right now. Now I’m putting some space between myself
and the rest of the world. And this is a good place to do that.” He leaned
back on his elbows, his legs stretched out on the sand. “I can’t believe she
owns this. Also, that she never told me. Think of all the vacations I could
have taken. I love the water. Do you sail?”

She was still thinking about him running away. What exactly had
happened with Amelie?

“Sail? [—no.”

“You haven’t lived. I'll take you out. You’ll thank me. It’s the perfect
escape.”

“You need to escape?”

He gazed out to sea. “Have you ever done something you knew was the
wrong thing for you, but you did it anyway? Made a bad choice?”

She thought about medicine. “Yes.”

“Right.” He nodded. “That was me. I did something. Made a bad
decision. But I fixed it. It would have been better not to have made it in the
first place, but perfect would be boring and my friends would hate me. But I
needed to get away. Needed time to think. How about you?” He turned to
look at her and her heart gave a little bump.

“I’m definitely not perfect.”

He smiled. “I was asking if you’d fixed your bad choice?”

She’d fixed the bad choice, but she didn’t feel good about it. She
suspected that wouldn’t happen until she had her parents’ approval, and for
that to happen she had to do something to make them proud.

“It’s a work in progress.” She wondered what his bad choice was. Was he
talking about Amelie?

He leaned forward and brushed sand from his feet. “I’ve been thinking
about you a lot.”

“Me?” Suddenly she couldn’t breathe. “You were thinking about me?”

“Yes.” He watched as the waves flowed toward them and retreated.
“When Hannah told me you’d left medicine. I almost called you.”

“Why?”

“She was shocked by your decision, but I wasn’t. You used to tell me
how hard it was living up to your parents’ expectations. How much pressure



you felt. I wanted to call and tell you that I know how it feels to take a
different path from the one your parents want you to take. I’ve been there.
What you did was brave.”

Brave? She felt like the least brave person on the planet.

She wondered if he knew that she and Hannah hadn’t been in contact for
a while.

“They don’t understand why I’d walk away from such a secure path. It’s
hard for them.”

“Harder for you to be on the wrong track. I never did understand why
you chose medicine. Seemed to me it was like trying to put a sheep in an
aquarium.” He ran his hand over his face. “Is that a terrible analogy? Blame
lack of sleep. My brain isn’t working.”

“I’m not sure if it’s terrible.” She couldn’t help laughing. “Are you
saying I’m a sheep? I need a haircut?”

“Nothing wrong with your hair. I was trying to put a more original take
on fish out of water.” He grinned. “From now on I’ll leave fancy words to
someone else and stick to what I’'m good at. What I mean is, it seemed like
a waste for you to be a doctor.”

“My parents think it was a waste for me to give it up.” She didn’t quite
manage to keep the wistfulness out of her voice.

“That’s because most parents want the predictable, secure option for their
child. You would have been wasted as a doctor. You were always so
creative. Remember when you came over and decorated Hannah’s
bedroom? You must have been about sixteen. I don’t know what you did.
Mixed different shades of paint. Did something fancy. It looked good. Even
my parents commented on it. And you did some sketches one summer by
the pool.”

“You remember that?”

“Yes. I have one of them on the wall in my apartment.”

“You—" she couldn’t believe it “—you have one of my drawings?”
“Yes. My grandfather was an artist, remember? I was raised to think of
art both as something aesthetically appealing to hang on your wall, but also
as an investment. And don’t ask for it back. I like it, and I won’t sell it even

when you’re famous.”

“I’m never going to be famous. I don’t want to be famous.” What did she
want? “I just want to wake up every morning and look forward to my day.
Not dread every moment.”



He nodded. “Looking forward to the day is good. Enjoying your work is
good. Knowing you’re doing what you’re supposed to be doing. Feeling as
if you’re living the right life.”

“It doesn’t sound like much, but it’s everything. And not many people
have that, I know. Plenty of people do jobs just to earn a living. And that’s
fine. But to love what you do...” She sighed. “That’s the goal really, isn’t
it?”

“Yes. And it’s a goal worth striving for.”

It wasn’t a surprise that he understood. He always had. He was one of the
few people who really knew her, perhaps even better than Hannah did. It
was one of the reasons that his relationship with Amelie had hurt so much.
She hadn’t just lost the dream of something more happening between them,
she’d lost a friend because friendship had never been possible while Amelie
was in the mix.

She turned to look at him. “Do you really have a job to do here or was
that an excuse?”

“I do. Mr. and Mrs. Elliot from Beacon Hill, Boston, have bought
themselves a four-bed, three-bath property on the waterfront, and who have
they decided is the perfect person to remodel their kitchen? Me. Custom-
made, sustainable. It will last a lifetime. I wasn’t supposed to start the job
until August but when I saw where my grandmother was, I juggled my
schedule. And I surprised her, I know.”

“You might have surprised her, but she was pleased to see you. That’s the
happiest I’ve seen her all week.”

“There are no paintings on the wall.” He sucked in a breath. “That’s it. I
knew there was something about that living room that felt odd. Just hooks,
as if they’d all been taken down. Except that one.”

“Yes.” She didn’t tell him about the frames that had been destroyed. She
and Cecilia had stowed the paintings themselves away in the cupboards in
the studio. “The Girl on the Shore. I love it.”

“The—what did you say?” He sat up suddenly. “What is the painting
called?”

“The Girl on the Shore. Why?”

“The day of the party—" He rubbed his fingers across his forehead,
trying to remember. “I heard them talking about it. Someone was asking
about that painting. They said it didn’t exist.”

Lily was mystified. “Why would they say that?”



Todd shook his head. “I’ve no idea. I don’t understand.”

Lily was silent.

What she didn’t understand was why Cecilia had smashed every painting
but that one.
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Kristen

He’d picked a restaurant that overlooked the harbor instead of one of their

usual haunts, and she wondered if it was symbolic that he wanted to be
somewhere that came with no memories.

She didn’t care. She was relieved that Theo finally seemed to be more in
control. More like his old self. She’d been scared. She’d started to worry
that he’d never leave the house again.

And then yesterday she’d woken to the smell of pancakes and found him
making her breakfast in the kitchen. It had been a turning point, and now
here they were in a restaurant. His suggestion. His choice. He’d even
booked it himself, instead of leaving her to do it.

She was out to dinner with Theo, and for the first time in as long as she
could remember she didn’t have to worry about him being called to the
hospital. She didn’t need to rush her food, or leave half of it on her plate, or
finish the meal alone. She could relax and enjoy the atmosphere. And the
atmosphere was special. They had a table right beside the water, which had
taken some sweet-talking on his part. It had been fascinating to watch.
She’d forgotten how charming Theo could be when he wasn’t distracted by
work.

This was the old Theo, the Theo she’d fallen in love with, albeit an older,
sadder version.

So here they were, at the best table, gazing at each other over a flickering
candle.

True, they were hardly in a celebratory mood, but at least they were
together.

On a date.



She was pleased now that she’d dressed up and taken time over her hair
and makeup. She’d worn a new dress that she loved, and tried not to
remember that she’d bought it for Jeff.

She wasn’t going to think about Jeff. She was with Theo.

The funeral had been stressful and sad, but Theo had held her hand
tightly throughout and even though she hadn’t been able to stop wishing
that he’d offered that level of support during her father’s funeral, she’d been
glad to have it anyway. It had brought them closer.

She ignored the menu in front of her and glanced across the water,
watching as the setting sun streaked the sky and the ocean.

There was something about being near the ocean that soothed her. She
loved the smells, and the sounds. The clink of masts, the gentle lap of the
water as it hit the dock.

She reached across the table and took his hand.

“This is perfect. Great choice.”

“Michael told me about it.”

“Oh.” She’d been trying hard not to think about Michael. Not because
she didn’t care, but because she cared very much and was trying to keep her
emotions in check. It wasn’t a crime, surely, to try and pull a little joy from
dark days?

Theo put down the menu he’d been holding. “I feel guilty being here,
enjoying myself.”

Were they enjoying themselves? That was an overly optimistic
assessment of the evening in her opinion. They were going through the
motions, but that was what you did until finally, one day, you found you
really were enjoying yourselves.

“Michael would want us to be here. Michael would want us to be making
the most of our lives.”

“That’s true. You’re right.” He stared down at their interlocked fingers. “I
know you’re right. I feel—strange, Krissy.”

He’d called her Krissy when they were first dating, and whenever they
made love.

And now he was calling her Krissy again.

“In what way, strange?”

“As if this is some sort of bad dream. As if it can’t be real. I can’t believe
I’m never going to see him again.”



She felt a pang of sympathy. “I understand. I felt the same way after my
dad died. I still do.”

He lifted his gaze from their fingers to her face. “You do? I didn’t know
that.”

You never asked. You didn't listen when I tried to tell you.

She pushed those thoughts down. Later, maybe, they’d talk about it. But
not now. She didn’t want to damage this new, fragile connection. “It isn’t
easy to learn to live without someone you love.”

“I’m discovering that. I’ve been thinking of all the times I’ve had to
deliver bad news to relatives, and wondering if I could have done better.
Could have offered more support.”

You could have offered more support to me.

Kristen pulled her hand away.

“I think we should order and talk about something else. You’re making
yourself feel worse.”

“You’re right.” He gave a brief smile. “You’re an incredible woman. You
hold everything together, no matter how tough life gets. You were a rock
during the funeral. I don’t know how I would have made it through without
you. I’m lucky to have you. We’re lucky to have each other.”

She used to feel that way, but lately she hadn’t been so sure.

All she knew was that she was glad to be here now, with him, with no
risk of him rushing off.

They ordered fish and shared a bottle of chilled white wine.

“My mother called this morning.”

“She did?” He raised his glass in a silent toast. “What did she say?”

“That she’d been worrying about me. Us.”

Theo put his glass down. “Your mother said that?”

“Yes. She’d heard about Michael. I don’t know how. Maybe she read
something. She wanted to check that you and I were okay. And she
apologized for leaving the party without telling me.”

“Did she realize how worried you were?”

“I don’t think so. I don’t think she was giving any thought to me or
anyone else on that particular day. Something happened.” She frowned.
“She said there was something she urgently needed to do.”

“She didn’t tell you what?”

“No. She said she’d explain everything when she next saw me. And she
apologized for being difficult and thanked me for working so hard on the



party. She sounded—different.”

And she still didn’t understand it. Something seemed to have changed,
but she couldn’t identify what exactly.

Theo picked up his wineglass again. “The important thing is that you had
a good conversation. We should drink to that.”

Kristen didn’t raise her glass. She was thinking about her mother. It had
been a good conversation. It had lacked the tension that punctuated most of
their exchanges. Her mother had seemed softer, more receptive. Vulnerable.
She’d asked about Kristen. Seemed concerned about Kristen, to the point
that Kristen had almost blurted out how awful she’d been feeling, how
lonely she’d felt and what a mess her life was. The urge to confide had been
all the more unsettling because she didn’t have those sorts of conversations
with her mother.

She’d held herself back and instead they’d talked about Michael, and also
Theo.

“She asked a lot about you.” Kristen finally picked up her glass. “She
wanted to know how you were.” And now she thought about it, her mother
had asked a lot of questions about Theo. Whether he was working a lot.
How Kiristen was handling that.

It was as if she’d somehow guessed Kristen was having problems in her
relationship, but how? Kristen had said nothing.

Theo was watching her. “Did she say where she was?”

“She is staying on the Cape.”

“Why the Cape?”

“I have no idea.” But something flickered in her brain. A long-ago
memory. “When Winston and I were young, our parents used to sometimes
disappear to the Cape for the weekend to paint. Granny used to come and
look after us.”

“Where did they stay?”

“I don’t know. I was young. I didn’t ask. And then I think they stopped
going.”

Theo took a sip of wine. “This thing she needed to do so urgently—is it
to do with your father, do you think? A trip down memory lane?”

“I don’t know. I assume she’ll tell me if she wants me to know. But I was
glad she called.”

“Yes. It’s important to stay in touch with family. Make the most of every
day.” Sadness crossed his face and she knew he was thinking about



Michael, so she changed the subject quickly.

She told him about an art dealer in Paris who was flying in to discuss one
of her father’s works and the private collector who continued to contact her
about a painting of her father’s even though she had informed him on
numerous occasions that particular work he wanted had been gifted to a
grateful nation on her father’s death, and was currently hanging in a major
gallery being enjoyed by millions.

It occurred to her as she talked that even though her father was gone, he
still occupied most of her life. What did that say about her? She needed to
change something. She needed to shake things up. But in the meantime, this
was all she had.

She was partway through a story about a postdoctoral student who had
contacted her about a research project when she realized she’d lost her
audience.

“Theo?”

He blinked, bemused, as if he’d forgotten she was there. “Sorry. You
were saying something about Paris.”

Paris had been right back at the beginning of the conversation.

Maybe she was boring him. Maybe after all these years they had nothing
to say that was new or interesting.

She waited while her appetizer was placed in front of her.

They’d both ordered asparagus but now it was here she wasn’t sure she
was even hungry.

All around them couples were dining and she wondered how many of
them were having a great time, and how many of them were dealing with
huge things in their lives but trying to inject as much normal as possible.
People were like icebergs. Only a fraction of who they were showed on the
surface.

How did she and Theo look to other people? Did they look like two
people who were struggling?

“You’re finding it hard to concentrate.”

“Yes.” He ran his hand over his face. “There’s something I need to say to
you.”

“Oh.” Something about his expression made her uneasy. “What?”

“This probably isn’t the best place to have this conversation, but I need to
talk about it.” Theo glanced at the diners closest to them and lowered his
voice. “The affair was a mistake, Krissy. It should never have happened.”



“What are you talking about?” Panic squeezed her chest. She hadn’t had
an affair, not technically. She and Jeff had flirted and spent time together
and maybe, just maybe, it might have turned into something more, but it
hadn’t. How had Theo found out?

“He told me that he regretted it right from the start.”

Jeff had told him that? Why would he do that? And when?

Her mouth was dry. “What do you mean? When did you talk to him?”

Theo toyed with his wineglass. “A few days before he died.”

Jeff was dead? No.

And Kristen realized that Theo wasn’t talking about Jeff.

“You’re talking about Michael.” She saw Theo look at her strangely.

“Who else?”

“I don’t know.” She was so flustered, she stumbled over the words. “I
suppose I’m finding it hard to focus, with everything that has happened.
And you’re not really making sense.”

He was thinking about Michael. He didn’t know about Jeff.

The relief was enormous.

She ate some of her asparagus. “Tell me what Michael said. Was this
when you played golf a few weeks ago?”

“We’ve talked about it a lot over the past couple of years. His marriage
breakdown was a rough time for him.”

Remembering how Trisha had struggled, she felt a flicker of frustration.
It had been a rough time for Michael? “What about Trisha? She had no
choice in it. He wrecked their lives. She was devastated.”

“Michael was devastated, too.” Theo spoke quietly. “He never would
have left, but she wanted him out of the house. She made that choice.”

Kristen remembered the conversation.

I can’t bear to be near him. I can’t bear him to touch me.

She felt outrage for Trisha. “Do you blame her?”

“No. I’m not making any judgments. Just telling you how it was. How
Michael felt.”

“Why didn’t he tell Trisha how he felt?”

“He tried. She wouldn’t listen. She couldn’t get past that affair. And the
thing that made it harder for him was that it wasn’t even serious to begin
with. Maybe if it had truly meant something, if he’d been in love...” Theo
shrugged. “I don’t know. But it was just a fling. I’m not defending him. Just
telling you his side of the story. He said he didn’t know why he did it. Life



seemed to be rushing past him. Trisha was always busy. He felt lonely.
That’s probably difficult for you to understand.”

Feeling lonely?

Her mouth was so dry she could hardly speak. “No,” she croaked. “Not
so difficult.”

“But a bit sad don’t you think?” Theo gave a tired smile. “He still loved
Trisha.”

She’d never heard Theo talk like this before.

“He didn’t love Candy?”

“For a while he thought he did. She came into his life at a low point. She
paid attention to him. Made him feel attractive and interesting. I’'m not
blaming her, obviously. He made the choice. He was responsible.”

Jeff had been attentive. Jeff had made her feel attractive and interesting.

She was bathed in a sweat of horror.

She felt pathetically relieved that she hadn’t gone ahead with the affair.
Nothing had happened. She’d had a few lunches with a man who wasn’t her
husband. That was it.

She took a large gulp of wine. “If he regretted it, why did he marry
Candy?”

“Trisha told him it was over. That she’d never forgive him. He was trying
to build a new life.” Theo ate his asparagus and then put down his knife and
fork. “Did you know that he and Trisha were seeing each other again?”

“No. I didn’t know that.”

But it explained a great deal.

She thought of Trisha sobbing at the funeral, distraught. She’d made a
speech about Michael, saying nothing but good things and Kristen had
wondered where all the anger and hurt had gone, and how Candy would
feel hearing all that. It had been a while before she’d discovered that Candy
wasn’t there. When she’d said that she didn’t “do” funerals, she hadn’t just
been talking about the organization.

“The week before he was killed, he and Trisha had agreed that they were
going to get back together permanently. They were going to get married
again. He’d bought her a ring. He showed it to me.”

Their main course was delivered to the table and Kristen watched as he
boned fish with surgical precision.

A ring?



She didn’t know any of this. Why didn’t she know? Why hadn’t Trisha
told her? Come to think of it, why hadn’t Theo mentioned it?

“What about Candy?”

“That was over.”

Kristen was struggling to keep up. “Michael told you all this?”

“Yes. We used to talk a lot. Lately he was happier than I’d seen him in
ages. Since before breaking up with Trisha. He said it felt like a fresh start.
As if they were on the edge of major change.”

She was stunned to discover that Theo knew so much personal detail
about Michael. That they’d obviously had many conversations and he
hadn’t once mentioned it to her.

She poked at her own fish, trying to work up an appetite.

Michael and Trisha had decided to get back together.

Michael had bought her a ring.

It explained why Trisha had been so upset at the funeral. She and
Michael had been on the cusp of a fresh start.

Life had a sick sense of humor. It would show you your dream, then
snatch it away before you had a chance to live it.

She put her fork down.

When you were young you thought life was something you could control,
and it was only later that you discovered that life often had a plan of its own
that didn’t coincide with yours, and that control was an illusion.

It made her wonder what nasty surprises life might have in store for her.

She stared at her plate. She didn’t have Theo’s talents for boning fish.
Maybe she was about to choke on a fish bone and that would be it. She’d
die right here, in front of a bunch of strangers who would no doubt film her
demise and post it on the internet.

She picked up her plate and passed it across the table. “Could you bone
mine?”

His eyebrows lifted. “Whenever I offer, you point out you’re an
independent adult.”

“I am an independent adult, but I happen to be incompetent when it
comes to boning fish. Part of being independent is knowing when to ask for
help.”

To give him his due Theo didn’t question her. He simply pushed his own
plate to one side and boned her fish.



One potential calamity averted, Kristen thought as she watched him
extract a perfect skeleton, all bones intact. Nine million others to avoid.

“Had he moved back into the family home?”

“Last month, but they’d been seeing each other regularly before that. He
used to spend every Sunday with them.”

Kristen thought back to the beginning, when Trisha had told her how
hard those days were.

“What happened to change things?”

Theo shrugged. “Michael didn’t know, but thought it was probably that
they were both making an effort because of the kids. They were polite. He
told me that it was the best day of his week. He looked forward to it. Turned
out, so did she. They realized that despite everything, they were still in love.
Michael said he’d never stopped loving Trisha. What he’d done was stop
paying attention. When things niggled, he didn’t do anything about it. They
didn’t talk.”

She tried to imagine Theo having these conversations with Michael.
Theo, who rarely talked about emotions. And she tried not to feel hurt that
he’d been able to have these conversations with his friend, but not with her.
She’d told herself that he just wasn’t the sort to open up emotionally to
anyone, but now it seemed that wasn’t the case.

It felt personal.

With an effort, she buried that hurt along with the other hurts and focused
on what he was telling her.

“You’re saying the affair helped their marriage.”

Theo pulled a face. “I don’t think he saw it that way. He saw it as a stupid
choice on his part. A wild moment of desperation and stupidity. He’d been
feeling lonely and unsettled. Instead of talking to Trisha, he talked to
Candy. And that was that.”

Kristen’s mouth dried. She’d been feeling lonely and unsettled.

“So Trisha forgave him.”

“In the end. And I’m sure it was hard. The affair meant nothing to him,
but it meant everything to her.” He looked at her. “What would you have
done if you were Trisha?”

Her heart rate went from a steady rhythm to a sprint.

“I don’t know. Why are you asking? Are you having an affair?”

“Of course not. I just wondered what you would have done if you’d been
Trisha.” He shook his head. “It seems like such a waste. Those years apart.



Those years they could have spent together. And now they never will.”

What would she have done if she’d been Trisha?

She had no idea. And then she realized she wasn’t Trisha in this scenario,
she was Michael.

She’d been contemplating doing all the things Michael had done.

She’d started down that road.

She’d been willing to risk her marriage because she’d been lonely, and
desperately sad after her father died, and unable to find any comfort at
home. Theo had been too busy to be there for her (although it seemed he’d
been there for Michael, which stung).

Like Michael, she might have found herself in a position where
everything important to her collapsed because she hadn’t done more to save
it.

But she hadn’t. She hadn't.

She didn’t know why Jeff had ghosted her, but she was grateful that he
had. And she was grateful to Michael because in a strange way he had
saved her marriage. Because of what happened to him, Theo was spending
more time with her. Because of Michael, she had Theo back again. She had
a chance to fix things.

Theo finished his glass of wine. “Talking to Michael made me realize
how much work consumes me. I’'m not looking forward to going back next
week.”

She wasn’t looking forward to him going back, either. Even though he’d
been sad for much of the time, and so had she, it had been good to be
together. They’d talked more than they ever had, and she cherished those
conversations. She felt closer to him than she had for a long time. Surely
they could build on that?

But in the meantime, they had to return to real life. They both knew it.
And Theo needed it, even if he didn’t recognize it quite yet.

This time she was sure things would be different. Michael’s death had
shaken him and made him reassess his priorities. She was sure that from
now on he would be there for his family as well as for his patients. Even
over the past few days she’d seen small changes. He brought her breakfast
in bed and asked how she was feeling. When she’d mentioned that she was
worried about Hannah, he’d taken her seriously and instead of dismissing
her anxieties he’d called his daughter and arranged to take her to lunch the
following week (at which point Hannah had called her mother because



she’d been worried that there was something wrong with her father because
he was acting strangely). Every evening they prepared dinner together,
something they’d done only a handful of times since they’d met.

And she knew it was time to reassess her own priorities. She knew now
that she needed more in her life. She needed to be more than just part of the
Cameron Lapthorne machine.

“You’re a good doctor, Theo. A great surgeon. You’ve helped many
people over the course of your career.” It seemed important to remind him
of that. “And you were a good friend to Michael. He was lucky to have
you.”

His loyalty to Michael touched her and gave her hope.

If he could be there for Michael, she could rely on him to be there for her,
too. She wasn’t expecting something that he was incapable of delivering.

They finished their meal and took a stroll along the waterfront.

He held her hand, his grip warm and firm as if he was determined to stay
as close as possible to her, and when he pulled her toward him and kissed
her, she felt a flare of warmth that she hadn’t felt in a long time.

She kissed him back, sliding her hands into his hair, holding on to him
and this moment.

She’d almost made the biggest mistake of her life, but fortunately she
hadn’t.

And it was over now. Done.

She’d never have contact with Jeff again.

Theo would never know, and everything would be fine.
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Cecilia

She parked in a spot reserved only for staff of the gallery and lifted her

precious parcel out of the car. Before she’d even closed the door a man
appeared from the back of the gallery.

“This is private parking. I’'m going to have to ask you to—" He broke off
and stared. “Cecilia?”

“Hello, Seth. Good to see you, too.” She took pleasure in watching his
jaw drop.

“No, it can’t be. Is it really you?”

“It’s me. I don’t have to ask if it’s you. You haven’t changed at all.” She
closed the car door and watched as the scowl turned into a smile.

“I wasn’t expecting today to turn out differently from any other day, but
that just goes to prove you can always be surprised. And you look
fantastic.”

When she’d packed for her impromptu trip she’d swept clothes into her
suitcase without much thought, but when she’d riffled through everything
that morning in an attempt to find something suitable, she’d been surprised
by the choice. In the end she’d teamed a linen dress in a pale powder blue
with a lightweight jacket and a scarf she’d bought on a trip to Paris decades
earlier. Because this meeting felt like the most important thing she’d done
in a long time, she’d added a pair of dangly earrings and a touch of lipstick.

It was clear from his expression that her efforts hadn’t been wasted.

“What have you got there?” He narrowed his eyes as he saw what she
was carrying. “I hope you’re going to tell me you’ve been painting and
you’re here to let me sell your work.”

“I’m not going to tell you that.”



“Pity. It always struck me as wrong that your husband got all the
attention when you were the one with the talent. But I would say that,
wouldn’t I? You were the one that got away, and that was all my own fault.
I didn’t know a good thing when I had it. I’ve learned a thing or two since
then.” He smiled without a trace of bitterness and opened the door wider.
“Come in. Show me what you’ve got and tell me everything that has
happened in the last fifty years.”

Had it been that long?

Yes, it probably had. Longer in fact. Once, they’d been close. The best of
friends. And some friendships survived the years, of course, but some were
just too complicated. Particularly those that had once been something more.

She’d loved two men in her life. One of those was Cameron, but before
him it had been Seth.

She walked past him, her arm brushing against his, her heart beating a
little faster than usual. She felt self-conscious and a little awkward,

Seth seemed to have changed little, which didn’t seem possible given the
years that had passed. He was lean and wiry, his face tanned and lined from
so many summers spent on the Cape, and his hair was mostly white now.
But he was still handsome, and his smile was as wide and warm as when
she’d first met him.

Holding the parcel in her arms, she scanned the walls of his gallery and
felt the familiar feeling of being home. How she’d loved this place when
she was young.

“It’s bigger than it was when your father owned it.”

“I bought the store next door. Knocked it through and increased the
space. You approve?”

“It’s great.” She glanced around her, taking it all in. One painting
immediately caught her eye. It was hung by itself, for maximum impact.
She stepped toward the large canvas, where bright blues merged with pale
gold. The title was simply Seashore.

Seth moved to stand next to her. “You’re not the only one to admire it.
Sold it yesterday. They’re picking it up today. Local artist. She’ll be
pleased.”

“You always did have a good eye.”

“I just take what I like. At home I surround myself with things I find
beautiful. I don’t care if they’re unconventional or unfashionable. If I like to
look at it, it can go on my wall. How long have you been back here, Ceci?”



He was the only one who had ever called her Ceci. It had irritated
Cameron, who had felt it was an inappropriate intimacy. She’d often
wondered if that was why Seth had done it.

Cameron had always been unsettled around Seth because Cecilia had
been dating him before they’d met. They were part of a large group of
artists who had moved in the same circles, caring about little except their art
and the moment.

“I read that he died,” Seth said. “I wanted to call, but it seemed wrong
after so many years. I wasn’t sure if hearing from me would make it feel
worse or better.”

“You sent a card. Thank you for that.”

“I didn’t know if you’d even see it.”

“I saw it.” And kept it. It had given her comfort.

“Are you heartbroken, Ceci?”

How should she answer that?

“At times, yes. And at times I’'m lost. Confused. And angry.” She
couldn’t believe she’d just said that aloud, but this was Seth—Seth, who
she’d once been close to, so maybe it wasn’t that surprising. And what she
said was true. She was angry with Cameron for having lied to her again.
Angry that he’d left it to his lawyer to tell her the truth about the cottage
and the painting. One minute she wanted to sob, and the next she wanted to
scream. He’d left her with so many unresolved feelings. But at least it
didn’t seem that he’d been using the cottage as a love nest as she’d first
feared. That helped. “How I feel changes all the time, which is a little
unsettling if I’'m honest. I’m sorry. You don’t need to hear this, I’'m sure.
When people ask how you are, what they really want to hear is I’'m doing
fine, thank you.”

“Not me. When I ask a question, I appreciate a frank answer.” There was
no sign that her confession had shocked him. “Grief is a slippery beast. One
minute it steps to one side to let you pass and just when you think you’re
doing okay, it trips you up and you’re flat on your face again.”

That was it exactly.

She felt a pressure in her chest and a thickening in her throat. She was
afraid she might lose control right here in this cool, contemporary gallery in
front of this man she hadn’t seen in years.

“It was a complicated relationship.” Appalled, she felt emotion rush over
her like the tide.



She needed to leave. She’d come back another time when she was more
in control.

And then she felt Seth’s hand on her shoulder and his touch was both
familiar and unfamiliar.

“Cameron was a complicated person. But isn’t everyone?” His fingers
rubbed gently at the tight knots in her shoulders and then he smiled at her,
lightening the moment. “I should never have let you go, Ceci. One of life’s
big regrets.”

She saw the gleam in his eyes and remembered that his sense of fun was
one of the things that had attracted her to him in the first place.

He’d been her first real boyfriend. Her first everything. She’d been
heartbroken when he’d ended their relationship.

Over the years she’d thought about him. When things had been bad with
Cameron. In those low points, she’d occasionally wondered how her life
might have looked if she and Seth had stayed together.

But what was the point of looking back and wondering? That was then,
and this was now.

And she was determined to build a new life in the now, but she knew that
to do that she had to acknowledge and accept everything that had gone
before.

“I loved Cameron.”

“I know.” He let his hand drop and gave a soft laugh. “But I won’t hold
that against you. No one is perfect. Are you staying in the cottage?”

“Yes.”

“It’s been empty for so long I wondered if you were ever coming back.”

“You’ve been there?”

“Had some heart problems ten years ago. Boring. I’m determined not to
turn into one of those people who talk about ailments. But let’s just say that
I changed my habits, or some of them at least. Since then, I exercise. Long
walks. Sometimes those walks take me over the dunes to the cottage. I may
have peeped through the window occasionally, for old times’ sake.”

She wondered if he thought about that time, as she did. It didn’t feel right
to ask.

“I heard about Sonya.” She knew through the grapevine that he’d lost his
wife ten years earlier. She’d never met Sonya, and she was curious about
the woman who had convinced commitment phobic Seth to settle down.
“I’m sorry. I should have contacted you.”



“Don’t apologize. I understand. We lost touch. Took me a few weeks to
pluck up the courage to send you that card after Cameron died. It felt a little
—inappropriate after so long. I suppose I didn’t really know what to say.
I’m better with paint than words, but you already know that about me. I’'m
glad you’re here now. And you haven’t told me why. Judging from that
parcel I’'m guessing it’s business, not pleasure.”

“I hope it’s a little of both.” She’d forgotten how direct he was. It was
refreshing.

He was different from Cameron in every way.

When Seth had ended their relationship she’d rebounded hard, turning to
Cameron to heal the wound. She hadn’t expected the relationship to last.
She hadn’t thought about the future, just the present. But then before she
knew it, she and Cameron were an item. A couple. Their relationship was
intense, and their love of art equally intense. They’d spent their days
wrapped up in each other, needing no one else. Gradually the group of
friends had thinned out as people had moved on to different things.

Seth had moved away and that had been the end of it, or so she’d
thought.

But now she knew that despite the years, the connection was still there.
The friendship was there. She felt it, and she saw it in his eyes. She’d
forgotten how it felt to be looked at as if she was something special, but that
was the way he was looking at her now.

His gaze lingered on hers and then he gestured. “Show me what you’ve
got.”

The paintings. Of course. Her excuse for being here.

Now that the time had come, she felt a moment of doubt. What if she was
wrong? What if Seth didn’t see what she saw?

She stood up straighter.

If that was the case, then Lily would never have to know.

She put the paintings down on the long countertop that stretched half the
length of the gallery. It was early, so the place was still closed, but she could
see people milling in the streets outside, enjoying the sunshine, browsing in
shops and galleries.

“The town is busier than it was when we were young.”

“Everywhere is busier than when we were young. We have it all here
now. A jazz festival, a film festival—you name it. It draws the crowds,
although in winter the place is still mostly ours.” He stepped next to her and



slid on his glasses, silent as he studied the paintings she carefully spread
out.

She held her breath and watched him. Waited.

After a moment he glanced at her.

“I can feel you looking at me. It’s distracting.”

“I’m trying to read your expression.”

“I’ve been in this business for too long to let people read me. Even you.”
He turned back to the paintings. “You didn’t paint these. I know your
work.”

“No, I didn’t paint them.” But she was surprised that he would remember
her style so well, given how many years it had been since they’d seen each
other.

She didn’t tell him that she rarely painted now, that her garden was her
outlet for creativity. Time for that later. For now, she wanted to focus on
Lily.

He lifted one and propped it against the wall before standing back. “It’s
extraordinary, but you already know that, or you wouldn’t have brought
them here. Why me? You have contacts everywhere.”

“Because your opinion matters to me. And you have flawless taste.”

“You flatter me.” He gave a faint smile. “Tell me about her. What’s the
story? Not art college.”

“How do you know it’s a ‘her’?”

“Educated guesswork.”

“The first thing to tell you is that she doesn’t know I’m showing you
these.”

Seth’s gaze was still on the paintings. “If they are all as good as this then
she’ll have to know soon enough. It would be a crime to store these in a
dusty closet. What else?”

“She reminds me a little of myself at the same age.”

He turned his head, and she could see that she had his attention.

“You mean oblivious to her own talent?”

Had she been oblivious? “I’d say unsure of her own talent.”

“Now I’m really curious,” he said. “Show me the rest.”

They spent an hour, heads close, studying and observing, exchanging
thoughts and the conversation energized her more than anything had over
the past year.



Seth scribbled a few notes on a pad. “I’m old-school,” he said when she
remarked on it.

At some point Seth’s assistant opened up the gallery and immediately
people wandered in, drawn to the art and the sculptures, keen to take a
small reminder of the Outer Cape home with them.

Seth greeted them politely but left his assistant to deal with sales and
queries so that he could stay with Cecilia.

“When can I meet her? Your artist.”

Cecilia felt a ripple of anxiety. She hadn’t thought further than this
moment. “I’ll talk to her. See what she says.” What would she say? Would
Lily be upset that Cecilia had taken her paintings without her permission?

“I’ll meet her anywhere that suits her.” He gathered the paintings
together. “And now tell me about you. What are you doing now?”

“I’m spending some time at the cottage.”

“I meant right now.”

“Oh—nothing.” She felt herself flush. “I mean—I’ve done it. I came
here.”

“Good. Then have lunch with me.”

“Lunch?” The invitation flustered her. It had been so many years since
they’d seen each other. So many years since their lives had been
intertwined.

“Why not? We can catch up properly. There’s a new beach restaurant that
serves the best lobster rolls. We can buy ourselves a picnic and eat it at the
beach.”

A beach picnic. As if they were teenagers and not two sensible adults in
their seventies.

She felt as if she should say no, but why? Her life was her own, to be
lived in the way she chose. There was no one she needed to consult. And
when had she last had a picnic? When had she last done anything just for
the simple joy of it? If she wanted to start exploring a new life, without
Cameron, then this seemed like a good place to start.

“A picnic sounds fun. Can you spare the time? Leave this place?”

“I employ good staff.” He nodded to his assistant and to a girl who was
currently discussing a painting with a customer. “I’ll be back later,
Francine.”

She was young. Cecilia judged her to be a little younger than Hannah and
Lily.



“Francine is elegant. Incredible bone structure. Have you painted her?”

“No. These days I focus more on other people’s work than my own. She’s
the daughter of an artist friend of mine. Her mother is French. They live in
Paris part of the time, but they’re over here for the summer and Francine is
helping me out. She is the assistant of my assistant, which makes me feel
important. Let me pack a bag and then we’ll go. Does a picnic rug work for
you or would you rather a chair?”

She laughed. “Forty years of yoga, Seth, some excellent health genes and
a splash of good fortune. A rug is just fine.”

They picked up fresh lobster rolls and artisan coffee and took them to the
beach, finding a spot away from the crowds. Cecilia didn’t mind the
crowds. She’d always been a people watcher. Her mind wandered. “I
painted this scene once. A couple on a rug reading, a child building a
sandcastle, someone flying a kite.”

“I remember it. A red ball in the foreground.”

She turned to him, astonished. “You remember that?”

“I remember all of it. They were happy times.”

They were happy times.

She felt the sun on her face and the sand under her feet and felt lighter
than she had in years. As you traveled through life you picked up scars and
damage and baggage, and the weight of it could be crushing. But here, she
was transported back to those early days when life had been uncomplicated.

“I love it here.”

“Me, too. I love it even more at five thirty in the morning when I have
the place to myself.” He spread the rug on the sand, and she slid off her
shoes and settled down. For a moment she felt like her twenty-year-old self.

“That’s the best time of day. The light. Salty air. The sound of the ocean.”

They shared a look, a memory, and then he handed her a napkin.

“Here.”

“Never saw you as the napkin type. Did Sonya finally domesticate you?
Seth, who never intended to settle down? Seth, who didn’t even want to
plan what he was doing that evening, let alone for the next twenty years?”
The gentle teasing came naturally, which surprised her because after so
many years their relationship shouldn’t feel this comfortable, surely?

“To an extent, she did.” His smile was an acknowledgment of his past
self. “People change, don’t they? But I’ve been on my own for ten years.
It’s funny how doing your own laundry can motivate a guy. Also, you’re



wearing a pale blue dress and although my fashion expertise is limited, I’'m
guessing it isn’t compatible with the contents of a lobster roll.”

“It’s not precious. Clothes are to be worn.” She didn’t say that she’d
forgotten she even owned this dress. That she’d grabbed it when her mind
was on Cameron and the Cape and secrets.

“It suits you. You look good, Ceci.”

For a moment she was worried he might think she’d chosen her outfit
especially for him, and then she realized that she had chosen it for him. And
what was wrong with him knowing that?

“You and Sonya lived here the whole time?”

“We had a house in Brewster. A year after she died, I sold it and used the
money to convert the space above the gallery into an apartment. Didn’t see
the point in rattling around in a house that was too big for me.”

She empathized with the lost feeling that was so much a part of grief.
“It’s hard, I know.”

“Yes. And moving was hard, but it turned out to be the right thing to do.
In the house I always felt as if something was missing, which of course it
was. She was. Moving to a new place has helped me feel—” he paused “—
more ‘me’ I suppose. Less ‘us.’ It’s not about replacing what went before,
it’s about adding to it. Creating something new. If that makes sense.”

“It makes perfect sense.” It was what she needed to do. Discover who she
was without Cameron. “And you’ve done that.”

He nodded. “Not that I’m suggesting it was easy. My girls have been
wonderful. The grandchildren have helped. Try the roll,” he said, handing it
to her. “I can guarantee you won’t have tasted anything better. You’re still
living in that enormous place outside Boston?”

“Yes. Ridiculous, I know.” She spread the napkin across her lap.

“I don’t think so. It’s early days. Doesn’t pay to make big decisions too
quickly, or so everyone told me.”

She’d made no decisions. Apart from removing Cameron’s paintings
from her bedroom, she’d basically frozen her life. But now it was time to
change that.

She felt a new sense of purpose. She’d been trying to work out how to
push Cameron into the background, but what she should have been doing
was working out how to step into the foreground. This wasn’t about him. It
was about her.



She thought about the planner Todd had given her. At the time she’d
thought she’d have no use for it, but now she wondered whether she might
have been wrong about that.

She nibbled at the roll. It tasted just the way she remembered. Sweet and
satisfying.

“This is good. While I’m savoring it, tell me everything about you.”

“You go first, although I know some of it of course because you’re pretty
much a public figure. I bet you hated that.”

The fact that he knew her that well, warmed her. “Tell me what you
know, and I'll fill in the blanks.”

“You had two children. Boy and a girl.”

“Yes.” She told him about Kristen and Winston, and about her
grandchildren and he told her about his two girls, and their two girls.

“I’m surrounded by women.”

She smiled. “And you love it.”

“Yes. And they’re good people. The girls helped me clear out the house
and make a fresh start here, and they visit frequently. Helps that I live by
the beach of course. The grandkids love that. They’re still at the age where
making sandcastles is fun. And now let’s get to the real stuff. Why haven’t
you been back to the cottage before now?”

She could have skirted over the truth. She could have muttered
something about being busy, about the time never being right, but this was
Seth. Seth, who had once meant everything to her. Seth, who had known
Cameron and who had known her in those early days.

And so she told him everything. She told him about the affair, about the
almost divorce and the rocky times that had followed.

“Even good relationships go through rocky times, but an affair—" He
broke off and muttered something under his breath. “I always knew you
were too good for him. Did it happen more than once?”

“He told me that it didn’t.”

“And you believed him?”

“I don’t know. I wanted to. We made it work for the children, and by the
time the children left home we’d fallen into a rhythm. It’s a funny thing.
You think you know exactly what you’d do when faced with a certain
situation, but when you find yourself in that situation it isn’t always so
clear.”

“Who was she?”



“A girl who modeled for him. He said that it shouldn’t have happened,
but she was there—he was flattered by her attention. I believed that part.
Cameron was insecure. He suffered from terrible imposter syndrome. Even
when his work started to sell, when he became famous and sought-after—
he never quite believed it. He needed constant reassurance that he was as
good as people said he was. He didn’t believe in himself.” She almost said
more, but she stopped herself. No matter how honest she could be with
Seth, there were some confidences she wouldn’t break. Some secrets that
were best kept. “When he was in public, he was a different person.
Confident. Once he was simply an artist alone with a canvas the insecurity
would hit.”

Seth finished his roll and wiped his fingers. “So that was his excuse for
the affair. Insecurity.” He looked at her steadily. “You deserved better.”

“I thought so, too, which was why I asked him to leave.” She told him
about the accident. Those horrific nights in the hospital, and the aftermath.
“Kristen always blamed me. Our relationship never really recovered, even
when Cameron and I were truly back together. She was always Daddy’s
girl.”

“Did she know about the affair?”

“No. She was too young, and as she grew up I could never bring myself
to shatter the image she had of her father. They worked closely together.
She worshipped him. And Cameron was an excellent father. Engaged and
hands-on, even when his work was demanding. I could never fault him for
that.”

“And you didn’t want to tarnish their view of him.” He sighed. “You’re a
good person, Cecilia.”

“Oh no, not at all. There were plenty of times when I wanted to tell her—
I had a childish desire to see her affections transferred to me. But common
sense held me back. Fortunately, because I don’t think telling the truth
would have been helpful for anyone.”

“You don’t think she suspected?”

“I don’t think so.”

“And how about now? You’re not close?”

She thought about Kristen laughing with Jeff. Kristen and Theo. The fact
that she hadn’t known that Michael had been killed. “We see each other
regularly. She’s attentive. Dutiful I suppose. But we don’t talk about
anything deep. And that’s my fault.” She felt a stab of regret. She should



have done better. She’d resolved to do better, which was why she’d finally
called Kristen. And it had been a good conversation, even though Kristen
had told her little about how she was feeling. It was obvious that she’d been
surprised that her mother had called. Even more surprised that she was
asking how she was. Cecilia had found a mention of Michael’s accident on
a local news site, so there had been no need to reveal that the information
had come from Todd.

It was going to take a while to shift their relationship into a better place,
but Cecilia was determined to try. She’d even thought about inviting her to
the Cape for a few days, but in the end she hadn’t. It would trigger too
many questions that Cecilia wasn’t ready to answer. And, anyway, it
sounded as if Theo needed her.

Seth was watching her. “Why are you blaming yourself?”

“For the fact that Kristen and I aren’t closer? I think for a while I
resented her.” Another thing she’d never said aloud before.

“For being a daddy’s girl?”

“No. For being the reason I didn’t divorce him. Believe me, I thought
about it. Before the accident I was going to do it. But after the accident...”
Remembering made her shudder. “It felt as if I would have been sacrificing
her happiness for mine.”

“So instead you sacrificed yours for her.”

“It felt that way for a while. But in the end things settled down. I should
probably be grateful to her for being the reason we stayed together. I don’t
regret it. Despite everything, we had a wonderful life together.”

He was silent for a moment. “I often thought about you, and hoped you
were happy.”

She felt something shift inside her.

Lately, ever since the lawyer had presented her with the letter and the key
to Dune Cottage, she’d been more focused on the bad than the good but
talking to Seth had made her remember the good.

She and Cameron had shared a love of art of course, but their relationship
had been based on so much more than that. They saw the world in a similar
way, and they understood each other. It was Cameron who had insisted they
buy Lapthorne Manor rather than a more convenient home in the city,
because he’d known how much she would enjoy designing the gardens. In
the end it had become a joint project, with Cameron using the results of her
careful planting as inspiration for some of his work. She’d written a book



on garden design, illustrated with her own photographs and some of
Cameron’s paintings. It was precisely because she’d loved him so much that
the affair had been so devastating.

“We had many happy years. And a few unhappy ones. But isn’t that
life?”

“Yes, it is. And all you can do is enjoy the good parts and survive the
bad,” he said. “Why did you stop painting?”

“At first, because I was busy. Life was busy. And I discovered that I
preferred to be creative in other ways. I have a beautiful garden. It brings
me as much joy as anything I ever painted. I enjoy watching it change and
evolve with the seasons.”

He stared out to sea. “Sonya loved your book. She copied a few ideas for
our own garden, although it was nowhere near as grand of course.”

“She did?”

“Yes. And when she was sick, the garden was the place where she found
joy—" his voice was rough “—so I should probably thank you for that.”

She felt a flash of sympathy, but the idea that she might have brought
pleasure to someone else through her garden design pleased her. “Art
doesn’t only have to be the process of splashing paint on a canvas.”

“That’s true.” He let go of her hand. “And Cameron went down the
traditional route. I read the story of how his career took off—a local
exhibition. He submitted one painting.”

Cecilia felt her heart beat a little faster.

“That was all that was permitted. But he was lucky. The work caught the
attention of a gallery director from Boston. The rest is history.”

He gave her a long look. “Sounds almost too good to be true. The whole
damned fairy tale.”

“Like many things in life there was an element of luck involved.
Cameron was aware of that. He caught a break, but he was careful not to
waste it. He worked it hard.”

“You mean that if he hadn’t had a painting that he could submit—"

“He wouldn’t have been considered. Exactly. He made the most of an
opportunity.” She wiped her fingers on the napkin.

“Tell me more about those early paintings. How did he choose just one?
When we knew each other, Cameron was all over the place. Full of doubt.
He used to destroy canvases all the time. Remember the painting he threw
into the ocean?”



“I remember.” She’d rescued it, but it had been too late. It wasn’t the first
or last time he’d destroyed a painting he wasn’t happy with.

“But he had a painting he was happy with, ready to go. That was lucky.”
Seth opened a bottle of sparkling water and poured some into a cup.
“Where is that painting now?”

She took the cup from him. “I expect it was sold. I lose track. It seems so
long ago now. Why did you give up painting?”

“My father had a stroke and needed help running the gallery. I stepped in
to help and discovered I enjoyed it. I painted a little, but the truth is I
preferred working with artists to being one myself. I don’t get anywhere
near the level of excitement gazing at my own canvas that I do gazing at
someone else’s.” He poured water into his own cup. “So, if your marriage
settled down again, why didn’t you come back to the cottage when it was
such a special place for you both?”

“I think precisely because it was a special place. It felt tainted. We were
trying to move on, and I associated the cottage with her. With betrayal and
lies. I wanted him to sell it. He promised me he had.”

“Given that the cottage is still there and you’re staying in it, I’'m
assuming he didn’t. And in the spirit of honesty, I must confess that in my
opinion selling something so special would have been a terrible thing.”

“At the time the terrible thing was discovering that he hadn’t. That he’d
lied to me again. Rebuilding the trust after the affair wasn’t easy. This felt
like another betrayal.”

“I can imagine.” He drank the water. “When did you find out?”

“After he died.” She thought back to the day the lawyer had given her the
envelope. “He left me a note and a key.”

Seth gave a low whistle. “He kept it? Why?”

“Obviously my first thought was that he was using it as some sort of love
nest, but I’ve discovered since that the cottage has never been used. No one
has stayed there.”

“But he had it maintained.”

“Yes. For all those years.”

He put his cup down. “What do your family think?”

“They don’t know. No one knows about my connection to the cottage,
apart from the lawyer and now Lily, who was caretaking the place.”

“Lily is your artist?”

“How did you guess that?”



“Your protective tone. Why didn’t you tell your family?”

“They didn’t know the cottage existed, and it would have been
impossible to tell them about it without revealing parts of our relationship
history that I didn’t want to reveal. I thought I could come back without
anyone knowing. But I didn’t really think it through. It was naive of me to
think I could hide it.” She sighed. “Yesterday, my grandson showed up to
check on me. He tracked my phone, which was a possibility that hadn’t
occurred to me.”

“Why would he feel the need to check on you?”

“Because he was concerned. I disappeared from my own party, you see.
Or rather, I didn’t exactly disappear as much as leave. But I told no one
where I was going.”

“You wanted to come here on your own.”

“Exactly. I knew that if I told them about this place, someone would
insist on being with me and this was something I had to do by myself. I
didn’t know how I’d feel.”

“And how did you feel?”

She thought about the smashed frames. The broken glass. “Emotional. I
was angry. | came here intending to do what Cameron should have done—
sell the place.”

“And now?”

“Now?” She took a sip of water and stared out to sea. “Now I don’t
know. I was angry, but when I discovered no one had used it, I felt better. I
don’t understand why he didn’t tell me about it, but I do know he wasn’t
using it as a place to entertain women. Knowing that changed the way I felt.
It helped. Talking to you has helped, too. You’ve made me remember things
that perhaps I’d forgotten. Talking to you has given me some clarity.”

She’d been determined to sell the cottage, but now she wasn’t sure. She
felt a tug of regret. They’d had happy times there. Was that why Cameron
had been unable to sell it?

“You don’t need to decide right away, surely? There’s no hurry.” He took
her hand again and she felt a flush of warmth as she stared down at their
locked fingers.

“It’s been years, Seth.”

“So? A friendship isn’t measured by time, it’s measured by depth of
feeling. My feelings for you haven’t changed.” He tightened his grip on her
hand. “Have dinner with me tonight.”



“We’ve just had lunch.”

“So? You’ll be hungry again by dinnertime.”

“That isn’t what I meant.”

“I know that wasn’t what you meant. Now you’re here, I don’t want you
to disappear again back to Boston. I want to spend time with you.”

She gently removed her hand from his. She hadn’t given much thought to
how long she’d be staying. She was taking it day by day.

“I’m not disappearing yet, but if you’re saying what I think you’re
saying, then it’s—too soon, Seth.”

He smiled. “I’m seventy-six, Ceci. There is no such thing as too soon,
only too late. And I don’t want to leave it too late. Neither do you. And it’s
not as if this is a new relationship. Two dates in one day are perfectly
acceptable when two people have known each other for as long as we
have.” As always, he made her laugh.

“You always were impossible to argue with. And sure of yourself.”

“About some things. Not about others. Dinner. Your place. I’ll bring the
wine. I’ll bring the food, too, if that helps sway the odds in my favor.”

She thought about Lily. Todd. The explanations. “You’re forgetting I
have houseguests.” And she was still adjusting to that. She’d come to the
cottage expecting to be alone and suddenly she was sharing the space with
two people. But it was hard to feel sorry about that when they were both
such delightful people.

He nodded. “In that case I’ll cook. Come and see my apartment.”

It was tempting. “Not tonight.”

“Tomorrow, then.”

She laughed. “Do you ever give up, Seth?”

“I did that once, and I’ve always regretted it. It’s not going to happen
again.”

She felt something stir inside her and she wasn’t sure if it was fear or
excitement. Maybe a mixture of both. What did this mean? Where would it
lead? He’d broken her heart once before.

She almost laughed at herself. She should be long past the stage of
guarding her heart, surely?

“Not tomorrow, but soon.” She immediately felt nervous. “What am I
going to say to Lily and Todd?”

He laughed. “I think you’re past the age of making excuses for being out
late at night.”




“Maybe.”

But an explanation would be expected, she knew that.

And that could be awkward. Even more awkward would be explaining to
Lily what she’d done with her paintings.
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Lily

11
You showed him my paintings? Without telling me?” Lily put her coffee

mug down and stared at Cecilia. It was horrifying to think of her work
being assessed by a stranger. Like stripping naked and walking into a
crowded shopping mall. She wished now she hadn’t shown them to Cecilia.
It was so personal. Painting was her joy and her escape. She didn’t want
that ruined by someone trampling all over it and telling her she had no
talent.

“I thought if I told you, you’d be anxious. Also, you would have tried to
talk me out of it and then I would have found myself being in the difficult
position of going against your wishes. Easier to beg for forgiveness. He
wants to meet you.” Cecilia took a jug from the cabinet and filled it with
water. “He wants to see more. This is good, Lily. An opportunity. Try not to
look as if you’re being tortured.”

“It’s terrifying.”

“It shouldn’t be. He’s very excited about your work.”

A stranger was excited about her work. A stranger who owned a gallery.

Lily felt something inside her lift, but she was afraid to hope.

“But you know this guy. He’s a friend, so he would say that. He’s doing
you a favor.” She eyed the bunch of cheerful sunflowers that had arrived an
hour before. They’d been accompanied by a note, which Cecilia had read
with a quiet smile and then promptly slipped into the pocket of her linen
dress.

Lily’s brain was buzzing with questions but felt it would be intrusive to
ask them.



Cecilia arranged the flowers in the jug, snipping stems and moving them
around until she was satisfied. “I’ve known him for a long time, although
we haven’t seen each other for many years.”

Lily noticed that Cecilia seemed different. Calmer. Softer. As if she’d just
returned from a long walk in the country or a spa day. Was that Seth’s
influence? The flowers?

“And you reconnected. That’s nice. That flower arrangement is perfect.
You could put them on the table on the porch and paint them.”

“That’s exactly where I’'m going to put them, but you’re the one who is
going to paint them.” Cecilia carried the jug outside and placed it carefully
in the center of the table.

The deck was bathed in sunlight, the ocean sparkling under a cloudless
blue sky.

Todd was on his knees, fixing one of the planks on the porch. He looked
up as they came out.

“Nice flowers. Who is your admirer, Lily?” He wiped his brow with his
forearm and stood up.

“Not me. No admirers.” Her love life was moribund, but she’d made her
peace with that. At least she thought she had until he’d shown up. “These
were sent to your grandmother.”

And Cecilia was smiling in a way Lily hadn’t seen her smile before. As if
everything was right with the world.

Todd obviously noticed it, too.

“Nanna?” He poured himself a glass of lemonade from the jug on the
table. “Tell us everything. The more detail the better as Lily and I are both
going through a fallow phase on the romance front. We need some vicarious
action.”

Lily’s heart thudded. She would have preferred some real action, but
since the only man she was interested in wasn’t interested in her she was
going to have to settle for vicarious. And as for Todd, she’d assumed that
someone whose relationship had just ended would be more upset, but he
didn’t seem upset. She kept wondering what that meant, but wondering had
a nasty habit of leading to hope, so she tried to shut it down.

Instead, she thought about what Cecilia had just told her about her friend
admiring her paintings. The fact that he wanted to see more was terrifying
and exhilarating at the same time.



“Nothing to tell.” Cecilia made a final adjustment to the flowers. “There.
That’s better.”

“Nanna!”

“What? He’s an old friend, that’s all. No one you know.”

Todd wasn’t about to give up. “And he lives here?”

“He owns a gallery in town. Took it over from his father. It’s been many
years since I saw him. Lily’s paintings gave me the excuse to make contact
again. I probably shouldn’t have needed an excuse, which just goes to prove
that even someone of my mature years can still feel insecure and unsure.”

If she’d felt unsure, Lily thought, then that must mean she cared.

“It’s good that someone has finally recognized Lily’s talent. That’s great.
Long overdue.” Todd rested his hip on the edge of the table. “And now tell
us more about this guy. You said it has been years since you saw him. How
many years?”

Cecilia raised her eyebrows. “Is this an interrogation?”

“That depends on whether you’re hiding something juicy.”

Lily was only half listening. She was still absorbing the news that Cecilia
had shown her paintings to someone who owned a gallery. And that Todd
thought she had talent.

Cecilia paused. “I knew him before I met your grandfather.”

“Knew?” Todd folded his arms and waited. “An old boyfriend? Nanna
Lapthorne, you’ve never talked about that time in your life. This is a story I
need to hear.”

“You might need to hear it, but you’re not going to hear it. How is my
porch? Can you fix it?”

“Easily. But first you need to give me details. No censorship allowed.
What’s his name?”

“His name,” Cecilia said, “is Seth. Now, will you finish the boards?
Because if I trip and break a hip, I’ll be blaming you.”

“I’ll have it finished by tonight,” Todd said. “Tomorrow I will start on the
window frames.”

“What’s wrong with the window frames?”

“Some of them are rotten. Don’t worry. I can fix it, but I work faster if
my head isn’t full of questions. It affects my concentration. Is Seth
married?”

Lily couldn’t help smiling. He was asking all the questions she would
have wanted to ask if good manners hadn’t held her back.



Cecilia sighed. “If I asked you these questions, you’d be telling me to
mind my own business.”

“Not true. I’ll answer any question you ask. Try me.”

“All right.” Cecilia narrowed her eyes. “What happened with Amelie?”

“Ah. Amelie. I realized I made a mistake.” Todd answered without
hesitation. “I’m making that sound as if it was a sudden revelation. It
wasn’t. I knew it was a mistake from the beginning.”

“If that’s the case, why did you propose?”

Lily held her breath, waiting to hear the answer to that.

Todd levered himself away from the table and pulled out a chair. “If it’s
confession time, then I need to be sitting. And the answer is, I didn’t.”

“You didn’t propose to her?”

“No. She proposed to me.” His eyes had lost the laughter, and Lily saw
for the first time that under the smile and his easy manner he looked tired.
As if he hadn’t been sleeping well.

Cecilia sat down, too. “She proposed to you? How very modern.”

“Yes. And at this point I should add that I have no problem with it in
principle. But she chose to do it in public. With no warning.” He tapped his
fingers on the table, a tense rhythmic drumming. “It was her birthday. Fifty
of her friends, looking on, waiting. Primed. Phones at the ready to record
the moment.”

Fifty friends? Lily tried to imagine it. She didn’t have fifty friends. How
did one even stay in touch with fifty people? But that was Amelie. She
collected people like trophies as if the number of contacts in her phone was
somehow a measure of her worth.

“She’d told her friends what she was going to do?” Cecilia looked
astounded. “Why?”

“It was a filmable moment. I’'m lucky she didn’t live stream it.”

“And because there was an audience, you said yes. Because you’re you,
of course.”

“I didn’t want to humiliate her,” Todd said. “It was the wrong decision. I
realized that pretty quickly, but in that single second, with no warning that it
was going to happen, I couldn’t think clearly. I intended to put it right
before we even left the place, but it snowballed. I couldn’t get near her for
her friends screaming and hugging her. The right moment just didn’t present
itself.”



Cecilia ran her fingers across her forehead. “How did she propose? Did
she expect you to go shopping for a ring?”

“She already had a ring. She had everything covered. It was her
grandmother’s. She had it sized and gave it to me to give to her.”

“Goodness. That doesn’t sound like my dream proposal.” Cecilia sat up
straighter. “What do you think, Lily?”

Lily blinked. “I haven’t ever thought about it. I wouldn’t want it to be
public, I know that. A proposal should be something intimate, surely.
Something between two people.” Her cheeks were hot enough to fry an egg
and she saw Todd’s gaze linger on her face as if he was trying to figure
something out.

She felt a stab of acute longing and something else. Something much
more complicated, and at the same time she felt a thrill of relief.

Todd hadn’t proposed to Amelie.

He hadn’t asked her to marry him.

All those hashtags, #soulmate #manofmydreams #truelove, had been
wishful thinking on Amelie’s part.

“She proposed and provided you with a ring to give her. She’s obviously
a woman who knows what she wants and isn’t afraid to go after it,” Cecilia
said.

Lily thought about the Amelie she knew. Top of the class in everything.
Captain of every team. A winner. “It probably didn’t occur to her that you
wouldn’t be feeling the same way.” In her experience, Amelie focused on
her own feelings, not the feelings of others. And what Amelie wanted,
Amelie always got.

But not Todd.

She didn’t have Todd.

“Or maybe,” Cecilia said, “she knew you were too much of a gentleman
to turn her down. She knew that in the end your ingrained kindness and
decency would ensure that you went along with it.”

Lily thought about that.

And then what? A miserable marriage and a divorce? You couldn’t force
love, could you?

“I was cowardly.” Todd topped up his glass. “I should have said no right
away. I should have said that it wasn’t the time or the place, but I was taken
by surprise. I didn’t want to humiliate her. I ended up doing that anyway,
and by the time I found the words and the guts to end what never should



have begun, she’d already picked a date and found a venue for the
wedding.”

Knowing Amelie as she did, Lily could easily picture it.

She could just imagine how much pressure Amelie had put on him.

But in the end, he’d resisted.

“She’d found a venue after just a week?” Cecilia sounded astonished.
“Not a woman to hang around.”

“At last count my mother had twenty voice mails from her mother.
Probably a good thing you steered clear of your party. She turned up and
threw champagne over me.”

Cecilia gave a faint smile. “I saw that.”

“You did?”

“I was in the window, looking at the gardens.”

“And you didn’t come and rescue me?”

Cecilia’s smile widened. “You’ve always been able to take care of
yourself, Todd. And having your grandmother riding to your rescue
probably wouldn’t have enhanced your reputation. Also, I had no idea what
was going on and I’ve made a point of never interfering in other people’s
relationships. Your Amelie seems like a young woman who likes to live out
the big life moments in front of an audience.”

“Not my Amelie. And as I’'m a person who likes a laid-back lifestyle, I
think you can see we weren’t a match made in heaven.”

Lily said nothing. All she could think was that Todd hadn’t proposed to
Amelie. Todd hadn’t even wanted to marry Amelie.

And that didn’t really change anything of course, but somehow it made
her feel better.

“So now it’s your turn, Nanna.” Todd removed his sunglasses and leaned
forward. “Seth.”

“Seth.” Cecilia breathed the name like a sigh. “He was my first
boyfriend. I was here for the season, with two girlfriends. There were a
bunch of artists living here and we all spent time together. We hung out on
the beach—painted, swam, ate, drank, talked about everything.”

“You met Seth before you met my grandfather?”

“Yes. We arrived in spring, and Cameron appeared on the scene late in
the summer.” Cecilia paused. “Life was delightfully uncomplicated. We
came from all over, but Seth was local. His father owned a gallery. He was
influential in the art world, but I didn’t know that then. We didn’t care about



things like that. We didn’t think about the future. We lived for the day. None
of us thought ahead. It was self-indulgent, but at the time we didn’t see it
like that.”

Lily could picture it easily. Long summer days and lazy summer nights.
Milky dawn mornings and rose gold sunsets. A group of young people with
no commitments and no responsibility.

She felt a twinge of envy. She’d never experienced that carefree
lightness. From the moment she’d moved to the exclusive school her
parents had chosen for her, she’d felt the weight of expectation.
Occasionally she’d felt as if she was drowning, and that the weight of those
expectations was going to pull her right to the bottom.

Todd lounged back in his chair, his attention on his grandmother. “You
were together. You and Seth.”

“We were together for that whole summer.” Cecilia gazed out across the
ocean and Lily wondered which part of that time she was remembering.

Todd was obviously wondering that, too. “What happened?”

“What happened?” Cecilia turned to look at him. “We got a little too
serious a little too quickly. Seth didn’t want that kind of relationship. He
ended it. And Cameron and I became involved.” She said it as if that short
statement should have explained everything, but of course it didn’t.

“He broke your heart.”

There was a long silence. “Yes.” Cecilia gave a sad smile. “And that’s
when I started spending time with Cameron.”

“Whoa.” Todd sat back in his chair. “So you and my grandfather—major
rebound relationship.”

“I suppose it was, yes. At least, at first. But then it deepened to
something more. You’re going to ask me what it was about him, and I’'m
going to struggle to find the words to describe it. He was handsome and
charming of course, but it was so much more than that. He had a fire inside
him that drew me. At the time I saw it as passion. It was only much later
that I understood that the fire was insecurity. That part of the reason he
strived was to prove to people that he was good enough.”

Todd shook his head, as if he was trying to reconcile this version of his
grandfather with the version he knew. “You fell in love.”

“Yes. Deeply in love. I was willing to sacrifice anyone and anything so
that we could be together. I imagined us living this life forever. I didn’t
imagine anything would ever change. I had unrealistic expectations of



relationships I think.” She turned pink. “I can’t believe I just said that aloud
to my grandson.”

“I’m pleased you did. I want to understand,” Todd said. “You don’t have
to sugarcoat things for me. I’m old enough to know that all relationships,
even good ones, can be complicated.”

“Still, he was your grandfather. And I did love him very much. I don’t
want you to think I didn’t. Many relationships hit bad patches and of course
there are some circumstances when it’s probably best to walk away, but the
danger of giving up is that you miss the good. And there was so much good.
The truth is our years together were extraordinary. I was lucky to have him
in my life. Talking to Seth reminded me of that. And I needed reminding.”
She paused. “And Cameron was lucky to have me. And he knew that.”

Todd nodded. “Were he and Seth friends?”

“They knew each other, but friends? No.” Cecilia shook her head. “That
was partly because of me of course, but also because they were so different.
Seth was everything Cameron aspired to be. Confident, sure of himself. He
didn’t have Cameron’s burning need to prove himself to everyone.”

“If Seth hadn’t ended it, do you think you would have stayed together?”

Cecilia was silent for a long moment. “I don’t think so. Not back then.
We wanted different things. We were different people. The person I was
then needed Cameron. I admired his ambition. I respected his desire to be
the very best he could be.”

Lily swatted an insect away from her arm. “And this is the first time
you’ve seen Seth in ages?”

“Yes. After all this time it felt like something I needed to do. I have no
idea why. Maybe I wouldn’t have done it if I hadn’t been trying to work out
who I could show your paintings to.”

“Was it difficult?”

“The idea of it was more difficult than the reality. I wasn’t sure what his
response would be, but he was just Seth. In some ways he hadn’t changed at
all.” Cecilia gave a half laugh. “But of course we both have. None of us can
stay the same person we were at twenty. Perhaps it’s more accurate to say
we’re a different version of ourselves.”

Lily was intrigued. “You were gone all day.”

“We went for a picnic on the beach. It was delightful.”

Todd frowned. “Should Lily and I be worried? He broke your heart once
before. Should we be asking him his intentions?”



Cecilia smiled. “You should not. I can handle this.”

“In that case you should invite him over,” Todd said. “Lily and I can
occupy ourselves somewhere. We will take a long walk on the beach. Or we
can go out for a meal and give you the run of the place.”

Lily nodded. “Definitely. Or we could just hide in the closet. Not make a
sound.”

Todd grinned and Cecilia turned pink.

“I don’t know what you’re both thinking, but—"

“We’re thinking that you deserve some fun and happiness, Nanna.” Todd
eyed the flowers. “Did he used to come to the cottage?”

“No. This was our place. Cameron and mine. In the early days of our
relationship, we lived here. And it was a blissful, perfect time.” Cecilia was
distracted. “Then Cameron was discovered and our lives changed. Suddenly
he was in demand. And as his career took off, I became pregnant. After the
children arrived, we used this place as a weekend escape occasionally.”

“But then you stopped coming here altogether.” Todd frowned. “I
suppose you were busy.”

“We were busy, but that wasn’t why I didn’t come here.” Cecilia paused.
“The place ceased to be special.”

There was a long silence.

Lily caught Todd’s eye.

She sensed they were close to getting an answer to the question that had
been nagging at her since before Cecilia had arrived at the cottage that
night. Why had such a special place been empty for so long?

Cecilia put her hands on the table. “Cameron had an affair, you see.” Her
voice shook slightly and the look she gave them was uncertain, as if she
wasn’t quite sure that she was doing the right thing by telling them. “Here.
In our special place. In the bed that had been ours alone. And after that it
ceased to be special. I never came here again.”

There was a tense silence.

“Nanna—" Todd reached across the table and took her hand.

“It was hard.” Cecilia took a deep breath. “And I can’t believe I just told
you that. Your mother doesn’t know, and you must never tell her.”

“Why?”

“Because she simply adored her father. He could do no wrong in her eyes
and I don’t want to be the one to change that, particularly now when it’s all



in the past anyway. All she has is her memories. She has a right to keep
those.”

It seemed from Todd’s expression that he didn’t agree, but he nodded
anyway. “Whatever you want, Nanna. I’'ll respect whatever you decide. Did
my grandfather come back here?”

“I don’t know. For many months our relationship hovered on the brink. I
couldn’t see past the betrayal. If [ hadn’t loved him so much it wouldn’t
have hurt so badly but I did love him, and the hurt was almost unbearable.”

Love, Lily thought. Who needs it?

“But you stayed together.”

“We did. And I don’t regret that. But for me the affair changed
something. Before that I’d loved him totally. Unreservedly. But the affair
took something away that never came back. If you break a pot there will
always be a fracture line, even if you manage to glue it together again.
There will always be that area of weakness. And I’m not sorry we stayed
together, and I don’t regret the life we had—but it wasn’t the life it might
have been.”

She glanced back at the cottage. “It was two losses. I lost him, and I lost
this place that was very special to me. I remember wishing he’d had his
affair in a faceless corporate hotel somewhere. Anywhere but here. He
promised me he’d sold it but after he died I discovered he hadn’t. Another
lie. At first I assumed he’d been using it, but then you told me no one had
stayed here—" she glanced at Lily “—and I realized that whatever his
reason for keeping it, it wasn’t that.”

“Maybe he thought that one day you might come back.”

“He knew I wouldn’t. Any mention of the place made me think of her.
The cottage is forever associated with betrayal for me. I don’t want to feel
that way, but I do.”

Lily felt her heart ache. “Perhaps he didn’t sell it, because he couldn’t.
Because the place meant as much to him as it did to you.” She thought
about it. “What if we were to get away from the past altogether? What if we
could make it feel different? I mean really different, not just a few pots and
a bookcase.”

“Different how?”

“This was your place, the two of you. It reminds you of your relationship.
But what if we make it your place. What if it’s all about you?”



Cecilia’s eyes shimmered. “You’re kind, but a coat of paint isn’t going to
erase the past.”

“I think Lily is intending to give the place much more than a coat of
paint, Nanna.” Todd was on his feet, fingers in his hair. “I think it’s a
brilliant idea. Let’s do a walk-through.”

“A walk-through?”

“See the place with fresh eyes. Decide what could be done.”

“But—"

“If you don’t like our ideas, you can say so. The position is spectacular,
but the cottage is tired. It hasn’t changed at all, has it? So let’s change it.”
He walked back into the living room and Lily followed.

She was excited that he agreed with her idea, but unsure how to proceed.

She glanced over her shoulder, but Cecilia was still standing on the porch
looking at the ocean.

“Maybe we’re wrong to push her.”

“We’re not wrong. You saw what I saw. You saw how much she once
loved this place.” Todd was restless, his gaze skimming over the building.

Lily thought about the paintings. “We need to make it feel different. But
how?” She was starting to think she’d been a bit ambitious suggesting it.
Cecilia was right that a coat of paint wasn’t going to be enough. “The walls
look horribly bare. I suppose we could find more paintings. Different
paintings.”

“Not paintings.” Todd tilted his head, measuring the distance to the
ceiling. “Bookshelves.”

“Bookshelves?”

“Floor to ceiling. It will transform the place.” He walked the length of the
room and back again, muttering to himself. He seemed to have forgotten
she was there.

Lily cleared her throat and he turned.

“What?”

“Just reminding you [ exist, that’s all.”

He gave a funny half smile. “I know you exist, Lily. I’'m hardly likely to
forget.” His gaze lingered on hers for a moment and her heart started to beat
a little harder and faster.

“You’re staring.”

“I was just wondering something.”



She was wondering something, too. She was wondering whether she
should just tell him how she felt. Get it out there, because the strain of
holding it in, of watching herself all the time, checking she wasn’t giving
anything away, was exhausting. Her feelings for him seemed to be growing
by the day and she wasn’t sure how much longer she’d be able to keep her
love for him a secret. Maybe she should just kiss him, right here, right now.

It wouldn’t be the first time, although he’d never mentioned it since.

It had been the summer before, at a party full of people who were mostly
drunk. Lily had danced for a while, then retreated to a corner to worry about
an exam she had in two days.

She’d been about to leave the party when Todd had arrived with a couple
of friends.

He’d leaned in to kiss her hello as he had a hundred times before, except
that this time they were jostled by the crowd and then somehow, and she
could never figure out exactly how it had happened, they were kissing. Not
polite greeting kissing. But properly kissing. Mouths locked together, hearts
pounding. And having started, she couldn’t stop. Or maybe she could have
done, but she hadn’t wanted to. Why would she want to? The kiss was the
best thing that had ever happened to her, the gentle touch of his fingers
against her cheek the best thing she’d ever felt. And then one of his friends
had dragged him away and she’d stood for a moment, dazed, wondering
what had just happened.

He’d never mentioned it, and so neither had she.

But that didn’t mean she’d forgotten.

She tugged herself back to the present and realized he was still staring.

“What?” What, what, what...she sounded like a parrot. “You said you
were wondering something?”

“How are your sewing skills?”

“My—sewing skills?” Of all the things she’d hoped he might say, that
hadn’t made the list.

“Yes. This sofa is the focal point of the room. It needs to change.”

Lily tried her hardest to concentrate on the sofa. “Right.”

“Don’t waste time covering it.” Cecilia joined them in the room. “It has
been here for decades. Those cushions bear the shape of everyone who has
ever sat on them and it’s beyond resurrection. If we’re going to do this, then
we’re going to do it. We’ll change the sofa.”

Lily saw Todd wrestle with his natural aversion to throwing things out.



“It’s lumpy and horrid,” she said helpfully. “It’s the most uncomfortable
sofa I have ever sat on.”

“That’s true. It has more humps than a camel. Okay then—" He looked at
the kitchen. “Those cabinets—”

“Todd Buckingham, you are not ripping out my kitchen.” Cecilia folded
her arms, ready to do battle but Todd shook his head.

“I’m not ripping anything out. Unlike the sofa, those cabinets are good
quality. They’re wood. I’'m going to sand them down, and Lily is going to
paint them.”

She was? Lily was still dealing with the fact that Cecilia had called it
“my” kitchen. Her use of the possessive pronoun had to be a good sign,
surely?

“And when are you planning on doing all this work? You’re installing a
kitchen in Provincetown.”

“They called this morning and put it on hold. Illness in the family. These
things happen. Sometimes it’s frustrating, and sometimes it’s fortuitous.
This time it’s the second. I'm free for the next month. I’1l fix up the cottage,
if that’s what you’d like. Can I take a look upstairs?”

When he set his mind to something he was a bit like a bulldozer, Lily
thought.

“Lily has a job,” Cecilia said as she followed him up the stairs. “She
won’t have the time to help you.”

“She can help me after work.” Todd walked into the second bedroom,
where Cecilia was sleeping. “I see why you thought that bookshelf would
look good in here, Lily. And if it’s my room, I’m going to need
bookshelves.”

Cecilia followed him into the room. “The master is your room.”

“By the time Lily and I have finished with it, you’re going to be kicking
me out and claiming it as your own,” Todd predicted. “I’ve already decided
what to do with the master. Do you want to take a look with me and hear
my plans?”

“No. Just do what you feel is right.” Cecilia left the room so hastily she
knocked her arm on the doorframe.

She can’t even bear to go in there, Lily thought. If there was a room they
needed to completely transform, it was that one. She was determined to do
just that.



Todd caught Lily’s eye and then nodded. “Whatever we want. Great. |
love it when a client gives me free rein.”

“And on the subject of clients, if you’re going to do this, then I insist on
paying you,” Cecilia said. “You can’t work for nothing.”

“If you let me stay here for a few weeks and feed me, that will be
payment. I fancy a few weeks by the sea. It will be relaxing. I can work the
way I want to work and not have to deal with a fussy client on a daily
basis.” Todd walked past her and headed up to the attic room that was
Lily’s.

Lily and Cecilia followed.

“This is a nice room.” He peered out of the skylight and then looked back
at the twin beds, which were tucked under the sloping roof on either side of
the room. “We could remove the bed on one side and replace it with a
rollaway that tucks under the other one. Gives more flexibility. What do
you think?”

“I’m not going to be sleeping here,” Cecilia said. “I don’t mind what you
do.”

“Good. Because once we agree on the changes in principle, you won’t go
into the rooms until they’re done. It’s going to be a surprise so that you get
the full effect.”

Cecilia seemed torn between amusement and exasperation. “And where
am I supposed to stay while you’re remodeling my kitchen and living
room?”

Lily noticed that she was no longer talking about rushing back to Boston.
Did Seth have something to do with that?

Todd was obviously wondering the same thing. “Maybe Seth has a spare
room?” He dug the tape measure out of his pocket and winked at his
grandmother, who shook her head.

“You’re trouble, Todd Buckingham.”

Lily didn’t disagree with that assessment.

Todd had just announced that he would be hanging around for the
summer.

She and Todd would be working on the cottage together. And in the
meantime, Cecilia would be seeing more of Seth. Seth, who liked her
paintings. Seth, who wanted to meet her and talk to her.

She wasn’t sure which was the most challenging—the idea of meeting
Seth, or the idea of hanging out with Todd without revealing how she felt.
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Cecilia

She stood at the rear entrance to the gallery. In one hand she held a bottle

of chilled white wine, and in the other a box of handmade Belgian
chocolates.

She felt like a teenager on a first date and that feeling didn’t leave her
when Seth opened the door.

He was wearing a lightweight shirt the same shade of blue as his eyes,
and a pair of chinos. “You’re right on time.”

“Was I supposed to be fashionably late?”

“No. We’re definitely too old for those sorts of games.”

“Good, because Lily and Todd have been hammering and filling my
cottage with paint for the past few days. They’re determined to give the
place a new look. My head is pounding from the noise, and I needed to
escape before I was fumigated. Also, I no longer have access to the
coffeepot.”

“My coffeepot is your coffeepot.” He opened the door wider. “I hope I’'m
going to be given a tour when it’s finished.”

“You will. Until then, I’'m looking forward to a tour of your home.”
She’d walked past the gallery so many times in the past and never given
any thought as to what was above it. “I’m intrigued.” She handed him her
gifts and he took them with a smile.

“Thank you. You didn’t have to bring anything. Come in.” He stood aside
to let her pass and she climbed the staircase that led to the apartment
upstairs.

At the top it took her a moment to catch her breath, and not just because
of the stairs.



“Oh, Seth—”"

“Spectacular, don’t you think? It’s one of the best locations around here
and people are always surprised to see it because they don’t know it’s here.”
He put the wine and chocolates down on the side and joined her in front of
the expanse of glass that overlooked the ocean and the harbor. “I’m close to
beaches, great restaurants, and my commute to work is less than a minute.
Doesn’t get better than this.”

“The position is good, you’re right, but the space—" She looked up at the
vaulted ceiling and then at the flood of light through the glass. “I can see
why you fell in love with it.”

“It didn’t look anything like this when I first saw it. It was a wreck when
I bought it. It had been sadly neglected. I wasn’t in too great a state myself,
so let’s just say this apartment mirrored my own journey. I like to think we
healed each other.”

They were both trying to move on, she thought. Leave the past behind
and keep moving.

Seth was farther down that path than she was, but looking at him now
gave her hope. She’d been struggling to form a new life for herself without
Cameron, but perhaps she needed to take inspiration from Seth and look
beyond her current life. She’d been determined not to sell Lapthorne Manor,
but now she was rethinking that. Yes, she loved her garden and had put
countless hours into developing it into what it was today, but staying there
kept her firmly stuck in her old life. She needed a change that was more
than simply removing a few paintings from the walls.

She glanced around Seth’s home. “Who did the work? Local contractor?”

“I did it myself. Took me more time than I care to admit, and I did call
for help when the roof sprang a leak.”

“You did it?” Astonished, she turned to look at him. “I’m impressed.”

“Don’t be. The process was messy and full of mistakes, but there was no
one but me to worry or care and I got there in the end. It was good for me.
It’s hard to feel sorry for yourself when you’re trying to figure out how to
fix the mess you just made. This room was in fact three rooms when I
moved in. But I'm not a lover of small spaces.”

“That’s because you’re tall.”

The three rooms had been turned into one long room, which had been
cleverly designed to give a living space with a comfortable seating area, a



dining area and an open-plan kitchen. There was an abundance of white,
with large canvases on the wall adding an explosion of color.

Cecilia crossed the room to take a closer look. “These paintings are
striking. They’re yours, aren’t they?”

He laughed. “How did you guess?”

“I didn’t guess. I recognize your work. Bold use of color. Abstract
shapes, although—" She narrowed her eyes. “Yachts on the ocean?”

“You always did have a good eye for things.”

“It’s perfect. I thought you said you didn’t paint anymore?”

“I don’t usually, but the building costs escalated. I didn’t want to cut
corners on the construction, so I cut corners on the art and did it myself.
Come and see the bedrooms.”

She followed him through a doorway into the master bedroom.

It had windows on two sides and a bathroom with a skylight.

There were two further bedrooms, one with bunk beds piled with soft
toys.

“For my grandchildren.” He picked up a stuffed bunny that had fallen
onto the floor and added it to the pile. “They love staying, and I love having
them. Life seems simple when you’re with young children. They live their
lives in the present. All they think about is the next game, the next meal.”

She felt a twinge of nostalgia, remembering her grandchildren as
toddlers. She’d been busy for a lot of the time. The support act to
Cameron’s star turn. She’d loved spending time with them, but it had
always felt fleeting. She’d done better when they were older, particularly
with Todd. She’d worried that Hannah had sucked up all the oxygen in her
household and had made a point of spending time with Todd so that she
could get to know him outside the confines of his family. She’d discovered
a smart, loyal and creative individual who had inherited a dose of his
grandfather’s artistic talent. He’d loved to make things, and over one
summer he’d made her a birdhouse and a box for her garden tools.

Theo and Kristen had wanted him to be a doctor, and Cecilia had felt
exasperated that they couldn’t see how wrong that would be for him.
Fortunately Todd, although not as vocal as his sister, was stubborn. He’d
been determined not to be pushed down a route he didn’t want to take.
Through it all, Cecilia had offered him support, encouragement and a
nonjudgmental listening ear. She suspected it was one of the reasons they
were close.



Seth put his hand on her shoulder. “I’ve made you sad.”

“No.” For the first time in ages, she didn’t feel sad. “You just made me
think, that’s all. I’ve been thinking a lot lately. Too much, I suspect.”

“That happens when you lose someone. You have to recalibrate, and
sometimes that means looking back.”

“Yes.” That was what she was doing. Recalibrating.

“Come and see the real reason I bought this place.” He took her hand and
led her toward a door at the end of a light-filled corridor.

Holding his hand felt so natural that she didn’t consider pulling away. It
felt right, as if Seth was the last piece of a jigsaw puzzle she’d been trying
to complete.

And it occurred to her that the very best part of coming back to this part
of the Cape was meeting him again. She hadn’t expected that, which just
proved that life could always surprise you.

“I can already understand why you bought this place.”

“There’s more. I’ve saved the best until last.”

Enjoying herself, she stepped through the door he’d opened and straight
onto a wide, spacious deck.

The breeze cooled her skin and she walked to the edge of the terrace. She
stared across the rooftops to the shoreline, her attention caught by the
yachts clustered in the bay. The breeze lifted a few strands of her hair, and
she tasted salt and sea.

“It’s paradise.”

“I think so. It’s not Dune Cottage but it has its own special charm.” He
still had his arm on her waist. “This is the best reading spot. The best spot
to drink the first coffee of the day. The best place to linger with an evening
drink. Sunrise and sunset. You see it all from here.”

They stood for a moment in companionable silence and then he drew
away.

“Do you remember our trip to Florence?”

She hadn’t thought of it for years. “You’re thinking of the roof terrace on
top of the building where we stayed. The room we rented overheated so
badly we spent most of our time outdoors.” Her mind slid back in time.
“Italian coffee. The orange tree growing in the corner.”

“Sounds of the piano coming from the ballet school next door.”

“I remember all of it.” She watched as a boat headed out to sea, the bow
cutting through the water. “That was a memorable week.”



“I went back last year, and the year before, for much longer than a week.”

She turned to look at him. “To Florence?”

“Summers here are busy, but in the winter months I like to travel. I’ve
been spending time in Europe, mostly Italy.”

“Alone?”

“Yes. It took time to get used to my own company, but after a while you
realize how freeing it is to travel by yourself. You can do exactly as you
please.” He paused. “You must have traveled a great deal with Cameron.”

“Yes, but it was always very busy. There was a tight schedule. We were
rarely just relaxing.” She thought about Seth in Italy and felt a stab of envy.
“Where do you stay when you travel?”

“I find an apartment. It suits me better than a hotel. I like to pretend I'm
local.”

“Are you going again this year?”

“Yes. I’ve booked a month in Rome and a month in Florence. Those
winter months are so much quieter. It’s a different place without the tourists.
Same as here, I suppose.” He glanced at the water, and then gestured to the
corner sofa and the table. “Are you happy to eat outside?”

“I can’t think of anything I’d like more.” She was still thinking about
Rome, and Florence and the fact that Seth would be there this winter.
Maybe she should travel. She’d traveled with Cameron of course. The life
they’d led had taken them all over the world, and she was grateful for all
the experiences they’d enjoyed. But almost all their time had been
scheduled, with her playing the supporting role. When Cameron had needed
time to paint, he often went alone or closeted himself in his studio and
Cecilia had transferred all her attention to her garden. She’d never traveled
alone.

The idea was appealing. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? She’d been
adrift, not sure what to do with her life, not sure how to shape her life now
that Cameron wasn’t part of it.

But Seth had done it. He could have stayed in the house he’d lived in
with his wife, and carried on the life he’d always lived, but without her.
Instead, he’d made major changes. Lily had made major changes, too, even
though doing so had been difficult.

Was she brave enough to do the same?

Seth was watching her, and she had a feeling he could read her thoughts.

“I’ll fetch the wine,” he said. “Wait there.”



He was back moments later with a tray loaded with wine, glasses and
small plates of food.

“I’m a competent cook, but I didn’t want to waste time that could be
spent with you, so I raided the deli. The one near the beach.” He put the tray
down on the table and sat next to her on the sofa.

“I’ve heard about it. Lily has picked up a few things from there.”

“Ah. Lily.” He poured wine into the glasses. “I’m glad you mentioned
her, because I have some news on that front. Good news for your protégé.”

She took the glass from him. “She isn’t exactly my protégé. I’ve not been
involved in any of her work.”

“Your mysterious lodger, then.” He handed her a glass of wine. “I
showed a couple of her paintings to a friend of mine.”

“A friend?”

“Like you, I still have connections in the art world.”

She did, but it had been a long time since she’d leveraged any of those
connections. “And?”

“He’s interested. He thinks her work is fresh and original. He would like
to see more. But so would 1.” He touched his glass to hers. “When are you
going to introduce me? Are you going to invite me to the cottage?”

“I’m not sure.” She could imagine the looks she’d receive from Lily and
Todd. “It might have been less complicated if you hadn’t sent that
extravagant bunch of flowers.”

“You love flowers.”

“That’s true. But now my grandson is asking questions about the man
sending me flowers. I think he might have got the wrong idea.”

Seth leaned back against the sofa and stretched out his legs. “Is it the
wrong idea, Ceci?”

The question flustered her. “I don’t know.”

“I don’t know, either.” His gaze was fixed on her face. “But I'd like to
find out. How about you?”

How about her?

She took a sip of wine. “I only planned to be here for a short time. A few
days at most, but I’m still here.”

“Is it wrong of me to hope I’m at least part of the reason you’re still
here?”

“No. You are part of the reason.” But not the whole reason. “I have
decisions to make. I have to decide which parts of my life to let go, and



which to keep.”

He nodded. “Sometimes the only way to move forward is to let go of
what went before. You’re thinking about the cottage?”

“Actually, right now I’m thinking about Lapthorne Manor and whether I
should sell it.” She put her glass down on the table, her hand a little shaky.
“Just saying it makes my head implode. It has been my home forever. I’ve
poured so much time and energy into the garden it feels like part of me. It
would feel like selling a precious work of art. And as for the house itself—I
don’t know. It contains a lifetime of possessions. I wouldn’t know where to
start.”

“The same way you tackle any big project. You don’t think about the task
as a whole, just the bit you’re focused on today. You start by deciding what
you will not, under any circumstances, part with. Then you ask your
children and grandchildren to do the same. After that—" he shrugged “—
you clear it piece by piece. It’s a challenge of course, but it can also be
cathartic. You take it day by day.”

Take it day by day.

She thought about the words in Todd’s note. She thought about the
planner. And now she had an idea of how she might use it.

“Did you find it hard?”

“To sell the house? Yes and no.” He thought about it. “The task of
clearing the house was emotional, but the girls helped and it brought us
closer together. The decision to move—that was harder. I felt guilty. It felt
like a betrayal of Sonya, as if I was turning my back on the life we built
together, even though I knew that wasn’t what I was doing. I was also
worried that I was making a mistake. I was afraid I might hand over the
keys to the front door and immediately want to snatch them back. After she
died, everyone told me not to make any big changes and I can understand
why, but I think people have to do what feels right for them.”

“So how did you decide that moving was right for you?” She was looking
to him for answers even though she knew that in the end she would have to
find those answers herself.

“I used a simple formula. I looked at my life and tried to analyze which
parts made me happy and which parts didn’t. I worked out that I was at my
most unhappy when I was trying to live the life I’d lived with Sonya. Doing
the things I’d done with her. Walking into rooms in the house that we’d
inhabited together. I ‘survived’ those times, of course, but happy? No. But



there were times when I was happy—or certainly content—so I sat down
one evening and thought hard about it. When did I feel good? What made
me excited about the future?”

“And that’s how you ended up here.”

“Yes. I always wanted to be closer to the water. Sonya hated sailing, so I
started doing more of that. I’d always wanted to renovate a house, but
Sonya hated mess and disruption and we were always too busy anyway.
When I saw this place, I knew it offered a chance to do something I’d
always wanted to do. How about the cottage? Will you sell that, too?”

She helped herself to cold cuts and salad.

“When I arrived, I was determined to do exactly that. But now I’m not
sure. Talking to you has helped me remember the good times as well as the
bad. And Lily and Todd are determined to make me fall in love with the
place again. Maybe they’re even succeeding.”

“You’re feeling the pressure.”

“In some ways, yes. They’re trying so hard. It would feel churlish to turn
round and tell them I still don’t want the place after everything they’ve
done.”

He sat back in his chair. “But they’re doing this for you. Because they’re
trying to make you happy.”

“That’s true.”

“So why not let them get on with it and decide to shelve the decision for
a while. When it’s finished, you’ll know. I doubt they’d be doing it if they
didn’t want to. Are they enjoying themselves or does it seem like a chore?”

Cecilia thought about the laughter and the banter. She’d seen an entirely
different side of Lily over the past few days. And a different side to her
grandson.

“They are definitely enjoying themselves. And they make a good team.”
Maybe this was something they’d both needed. “Lily is painting the cottage
at the moment, so her talents don’t just extend to canvases.”

He helped himself to an olive from the dish on the table. “Are you
matchmaking?”

“No. I don’t believe in interfering. Let’s just say I’m allowing two people
to occupy the same space and work on something together. The rest is up to
them.” But that didn’t mean she couldn’t hope. “Lily hasn’t had the easiest
time. And Todd was with someone else until recently. A mistake.
Fortunately he realized that, which is a relief because even though I know



it’s not my business, I was worried. Do you worry about your
grandchildren?”

“All the time, although they’re nowhere near at the relationship stage. At
the moment I worry about busy roads, and shopping malls, and stranger
danger. I think I worry more about my grandchildren than I did about my
own children.”

“I know what you mean.” She watched as a gull swooped past them.
“Maybe that’s experience. Or maybe it’s age. We no longer believe we’re
invincible.”

“All the more reason to make the most of every moment.” He topped up
her wineglass. “Let’s enjoy this evening and not think about tomorrow. But
I’m here for you, Ceci. If you want to talk things through. If you need
someone to listen. I’'m here for you.”

She reached out and took his hand, her throat thickened. “Seth—"

He was the last thing she’d expected to happen to her.

She’d thought about him of course, but only in terms of making contact,
looking up an old friend, expanding her life a little.

But the feeling they shared was more than friendship. She knew that and
so did he. It was the reason she’d been careful to have no contact after she
married Cameron. A simple friendship would have been easy to maintain,
but her relationship with Seth had never been simple.

And now he was back in her life, and she had no idea what would happen
next.
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Lily

11
She didn’t come home last night.” Lily poured coffee into two mugs.

She’d taken some vacation days that were owing to her and negotiated a
few extra days unpaid. She and Todd been working flat out on the cottage
for the best part of a week, and it was finally starting to take shape. Her
arms ached and her shoulders ached. Her clothes were flecked with paint.
She’d never been so tired in her life, and never been happier. “Should we be
worried? She didn’t call or anything. This must be how mothers feel about
their teenagers.”

“Don’t ask me. I’m incapable of conversing intelligently on any subject
until I’ve had coffee, you know that.” He suppressed a yawn. “Don’t be
fooled. My body may be upright, but my brain is still asleep. What time did
we finish last night?”

She liked the way he looked first thing in the morning, with sleepy eyes
and rumpled hair. “It wasn’t last night, it was this morning. My phone told
me it was 3 a.m. I did suggest taking a break at midnight, but you insisted
we carry on. Are you listening to me?” She put the mug in front of him and
waved her hand in front of his face. “Wake up! And I thought I was bad in
the morning.”

He picked up the mug. “I’m awake, I think. Mostly. Three o’clock. That
explains a lot.” He was silent for a moment as he drank half the mug of
coffee. Then he put it down. “Right. You asked me if we should be worried.
The answer is no. My grandmother isn’t a teenager. It’s not as if we don’t
know where she is. Dinner turned into dinner and a sleepover. Natural
progression, I’d say.”



She topped up his mug without waiting for him to ask. “Do you think
something is going on?”

“I hope so. Her life has been pretty sad since my grandfather died. She
just rattles round that big old house and tends the garden. Did you see her
face when those flowers arrived?”

“Not only the flowers. When she talked about Seth.”

“Yes. She lit up.”

Lily picked up her mug and walked from the kitchen to the living room.
They’d thrown open doors and windows to help let out the paint smells and
she could hear the shriek of gulls and the sounds of the sea.

“He’s obviously special to her. And maybe it’s a good thing that she’s not
here. We’re making progress.” She felt a rush of pride as she surveyed their
work. “I can’t believe you managed to source the wood so quickly.”

“I leveraged contacts.” He nudged one of the strips of wood with his foot.
“This came from an order that was canceled, so one person’s indecision is
our new shelving unit.”

She was seeing a new side of him. Todd the craftsman.

“It’s looking great. It transforms the room. Bookshelves were a good
idea.” She sipped her coffee. “Do you think this will work? Do you think
she will still want to sell the cottage when we’ve finished?”

“I don’t know. I hope not. I’'m not sure she knows what she has here.”

“She knows. But you and I see a gorgeous beach house with unbeatable
views and masses of charm. She sees memories. And not good ones.”

“Yes. Damn.” He nursed his coffee mug. “I can’t believe my grandfather
had an affair. Not sure how much I want to think about that. I just saw them
as my grandparents. I thought of them in the context of my life. As family,
not as people with their own problems, needs and emotions. I never really
thought about what was happening in their lives. Is that selfish?”

“No. I think it’s natural. Also, parents and grandparents don’t usually
share intimate pieces of their lives with their kids and grandkids, so it isn’t
always that easy to put it all together. Were you close to him?”

“Not particularly. I was always much closer to my grandmother. When
we were young, Hannah was usually the focus of attention. She was smart
and funny and loud and dominated every room she entered.”

The description so perfectly encapsulated her friend that Lily smiled.
“Sounds like Hannah.”



“Yes. And I was fine with it.” He finished his coffee. “She’s my little
sister and I love her, obviously. We’ve always been close—until recently—
but she always brought the drama. And she was so competitive. If it looked
as if I was going to win something, she’d storm off. Sometimes I let her win
because it led to a quieter life. I think my grandmother knew that and
always insisted that she and I spend time together, without Hannah. I have
special memories of those occasions.”

“What did you do?”

“Different things. Sometimes she’d take me on a trip, and sometimes
we’d paint or do something creative. I remember I made her a birdhouse
once. It was my first piece of carpentry. But mostly we’d just sit and talk.
She was a great listener, and she always encouraged me to be me. She was
interested in me. And I suppose that was good for my confidence. She
taught me that it was okay to be nothing like my sister.”

It hadn’t occurred to her that Todd might ever have felt insecure, or
unsure about himself.

Thinking of her own conversations with Cecilia, Lily felt a pressure in
her throat. “She’s wonderful.”

“Yes. When my parents and I didn’t see eye to eye on my future plans,
she was the one I talked to.” He put down his empty mug. “She was the
main reason I didn’t do what you did and take the wrong path. She gave me
the courage to do what I knew was right for me.”

She thought she knew him well, but every day she was discovering
something new. She felt as if she was accessing a secret part of him.

“But your parents are proud of you.”

“Now, I think they are. At the time they thought I was throwing away my
life, although they didn’t say as much. Those were turbulent times.”

Her parents had actually said as much. She badly wanted to be in the
place Todd was in now and skip the turbulence.

“So how did you win their support? What did you do to persuade them
this was right?”

“I didn’t do anything to persuade them. I lived the life I wanted to live,
and eventually they came round to it. It took a while and was probably
helped by the fact that I was earning a living, and happy doing it.” He
looked at her. “In the end, there was no decision to make. I knew I would
rather live this life without their approval, than the life they wanted for me



with their approval. I left it to them to figure out how to handle that. The
problem was theirs.”

The problem was theirs.

Lily stared at the walls she’d painted the day before. She’d spent hours
and hours figuring out how to make things better, how to fix this problem,
but Todd was right. It wasn’t her problem. It was her parents’ problem.
They were the ones who needed to make the adjustment.

“You were lucky to have your grandmother in your corner.” Lily thought
about how kind Cecilia had been to her. “She never passes judgment.”

“She’s the best. But now I feel guilty because I never really thought
about her relationship with my grandfather, or the details of their life
together. And she never said anything. Never mentioned it. I don’t like to
think of her suffering, with no one to talk to.”

“Even if you’d asked, she wouldn’t have talked to you. She would have
protected you. She even kept it from your mother.”

Todd nodded. “And I won’t say anything. I hate to think of her alone,
that’s all. I’d like to think she has someone to talk to.”

Lily thought about the flowers. “I think she probably does.”

“Seth? I hope so,” he said. “Did she take a bag when she left yesterday?”

“Wine and chocolates. That’s all she took. If you’re asking me if she
packed for an overnight stay, then my answer would be no.”

He grinned. “So she’ll be doing the walk of shame later today.”

“I don’t think you should feel shame for finding joy in your life,” Lily
said, “particularly when you reach your seventies.”

“Neither do I. I was kidding. And presumably she feels the same way, or
she would have packed a bag.” He gathered up both mugs and carried them
back to the kitchen. “Enough slacking. We have a full day ahead. I
appreciate you donating your vacation days, by the way.”

“I’m having fun.” Not just because of the work, but also because of him.
Spending time with him didn’t just make her happy, it made her feel
stronger. More sure of herself. It was inspiring to see him living the life he
wanted to live. And maybe allowing herself to get closer to him was going
to make things harder for herself in the long term, but she wasn’t going to
think about that now. She enjoyed being with him too much to deny herself
his company. Everything about him fascinated her. “When is the new sofa
arriving?”



“Tomorrow. I persuaded them to sell us the one we saw in store.
Otherwise we would have been waiting for two months.”

“This must be the fastest makeover ever.” She tensed as he reached out a
hand and stroked her hair. “What are you doing?”

His fingers combed gently through the tangled strands. “You have paint
in your hair. It’s a whole new look.”

Her heart was pounding. “You have paint on your nose.”

He trailed his finger across her cheek and smiled. “Does it suit me?”

She wouldn’t have cared if he’d poured the entire can of paint over
himself. She still would have wanted him more than any man she’d ever
met and standing this close to him made it almost impossible to concentrate.
There was something in his eyes that made her wonder if he knew how she
felt.

She hoped not. “We should get back to work.”

He didn’t move, and for a single breathless minute she thought he was
going to kiss her, the way he had that night of the party. Then he let his
hand drop and stepped back.

“You’re right. We should. This place isn’t going to transform itself.” His
voice was roughened, and he turned his back on her and focused on the
shelving unit.

She stared at his shoulders, feeling as if something special had just
slipped through her fingers. “I can’t bear the thought of her selling it.”

“I know. If she’s going to sell somewhere, I’d rather she sold that big old
house she is currently living in.” He picked up the drill. “It’s like a shrine to
my grandfather. Interestingly she took all his paintings off the wall in her
bedroom.”

“She did the same thing here.” Lily watched as he drilled holes in the
wood, his T-shirt pulling tight over the width of his shoulders. She loved
watching him. His hands moved over the wood with confidence, as if he
was working with a friend he knew well. “Can I make a suggestion?”

“Go ahead.” He turned to look at her, and this time his smile was friendly
and neutral.

The intimacy that had been there only moments earlier had vanished.

Or maybe it had never been there. Maybe it was wishful thinking on her
part.

“The attic room. I was thinking that instead of a rollaway, you could
build storage under the beds.” She outlined her idea and he listened and



made a few suggestions of his own. Then he grabbed a pencil and sketched
a plan.

“It would work.” He studied the drawing. “It’s a great idea.”

Lily grinned and returned to the wall she’d been painting.

They worked side by side for the next few hours, Lily painting and Todd
working on the shelves.

She was concentrating so hard on doing the best job she could that it took
a moment for her to realize that the hammering had stopped.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw that he was watching her.

“You’re a hard worker, Lily.”

She looked back at the wall she’d just finished. “This doesn’t feel hard,
and it doesn’t feel like work.”

He wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. “Maybe you are
looking at a future career. Do you know how much people around here will
pay for a talented decorator? You might want to think about it. It would be a
way of boosting your income while you develop your art career.”

“I don’t have an art career.” She daubed paint on a spot she’d missed. “I
don’t have a decorating career, either.”

“If my grandmother’s instincts are correct, you will have an art career.
And you could have a decorating career, too,” Todd said. “Once word gets
around, your phone will be ringing nonstop. Recommendation goes a long
way in this part of the world.”

“Who would recommend me?”

“I would for a start. You enjoy it, don’t you?”

“Decorating? Yes. It’s satisfying.” Just how satisfying had surprised her.
It wasn’t something she’d ever entertained doing before.

“More satisfying than medicine?”

“For me, yes.” But her mind was on what he’d said a few moments
before. About decorating giving her an income. Why hadn’t she thought of
that? Maybe this was a way to find artistic satisfaction, while still earning a
living. And if she was earning a living doing something she enjoyed, surely
her parents might feel proud of her?

He wiped his hands on his shorts. “Sit down. Time for a break.”

“I can’t let the paint dry on my brush.”

“Fine. Clean your brush, and then take a break. Unlike the rest of your
life, there is no pressure here. We will do what needs to be done. We don’t



have to kill ourselves to get it done in the shortest possible time. No one is
going to die if we haven’t finished the place by next week.”

She wanted to feel that way. She would have given anything to feel that
way.

“I wish I could be as relaxed as you, but no matter how hard I try I just
can’t.”

He crossed the room and removed the paintbrush from her fingers. “Only
you would see being relaxed as something you need to try hard at. If you
want to relax, you start by easing up on yourself. By deciding that you don’t
always have to push yourself to your limits.”

She wished he wasn’t standing quite so close to her. “I’ve always been
this way.”

“Why? You were born a perfectionist?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” She’d never really thought about it. Just accepted
it as being who she was. Her personality. “The consequences of not being
the best version of myself have always scared me.”

“Consequences?”

“Fail an exam and you’ve missed an opportunity. My parents worked
hard to give me those opportunities, and I’ve always felt I had to make the
most of them. Not just because I didn’t want to disappoint them, but also
because deep down I felt that it was how my life should be. Work hard and
pass this exam, and that exam, and then your whole life will come together.
Fail, and it’s over.” She hadn’t realized how much of that pressure she still
had stored inside her. She’d been afraid to ever let it out. Afraid of letting
her guard down even for a moment, in case revealing her true self stopped
her from being the person she was pretending to be. But she’d shared her
feelings with Cecilia, and now she was sharing them with Todd. “I suppose
I felt that if I didn’t fulfill my potential, if I slipped, if I failed, I would have
lost my chance to live my best life. I would have let not just my parents
down, but myself.”

Todd was still holding the brush, but his gaze was fixed on her face.

“That’s a lot of pressure you’re piling on yourself there, Lily.”

“I know.”

“And when you were doing all that, working that hard at something you
didn’t love, did it feel as if you were living your best life? Were you

happy?”



“No.” She didn’t even have to think about it, and it occurred to her that
these past few days had been the happiest she could remember, and not
simply because she was with Todd.

Her work had transformed the cottage, and witnessing that
transformation was more satisfying than she could have imagined. She was
making a difference. Surroundings could affect the emotions, and she was
determined that by the time she and Todd had finished, Cecilia’s emotions
would be positive ones.

She took the brush from him, quickly finished the section of wall that
still needed to be painted and then stopped.

“There. Done. And no more talking about my boring problems. Are you
hungry?” She walked to the kitchen, washed her hands and then opened the
fridge. Scanning the contents for a moment, she pulled out some cold
chicken and salad items.

“Starving. I could eat a camel. And you’re never boring, Lily.”

She felt her cheeks warm. “I’ve checked the fridge and we’re fresh out of
camel, but would a chicken salad work?”

“It would work. What can I do?”

“Grab some plates. Forks.” She worked quickly, rinsing, chopping,
throwing everything into one of the large bowls that Cecilia kept on display.
She made a dressing, added chopped chicken to the salad and took it onto
the porch.

“I ache all over. Even this dish feels heavy.”

“I know what you mean. This looks great, thanks.” He served her first
and then himself and ate hungrily, diving into the salad and pausing only to
break off a thick chunk of bread from the Italian loaf she’d put in the center
of the table. “How is the master bedroom coming along? When are you
going to let me see it?”

“When it’s finished. I’'m nearly there. Finished the walls and all the
decorating, but I’'m waiting for the new bedding to arrive.” She pierced a
piece of chicken. “I hope your grandmother will love it. It looks like a
totally different room to me, but I don’t suppose that means she will want to
sleep in there.”

“You’re kind to my grandmother. Thank you.”

“She is the one who has been kind to me. She let me stay here when she
should have thrown me out. Without her I would have ended up back at



home. And she listened to me.” She put her fork down. “For the first time
ever, | felt as if someone cared what I thought.”

“Why didn’t you call me?” His voice was gruff. “You should have called
me. You always used to when things got tough.”

She picked up her fork again and focused on her chicken. “That was
before.”

“Before what?”

Before Amelie. “Before I realized that no one could solve this but me.”
She finished her salad.

“I know how much pressure your parents put on you.” He glanced at her.
“I’ve known you for a long time, Lily, don’t forget that. This salad is
delicious, by the way. What’s in the dressing?”

“Lemon. Olive oil. Herbs. It’s just something I threw together. Help
yourself. I’ve eaten all I want to eat for now.” It was true they’d known
each other for years, but over the past few days something felt different.
New.

He served himself another portion. “You can’t live your life trying to
please your parents, Lily. But you already know that.”

“Yes. But disappointing them is hard. It’s the reason I needed distance. I
was worried that if I stayed at home, they might have persuaded me to go
back.”

He looked troubled. “Why would they do that? You didn’t tell them how
you felt?”

“I tried, but they didn’t get it. They didn’t understand that I found it
emotionally exhausting. And terrifying.” It stressed her to think about it.
“And also nauseating.”

“The blood and guts?”

“No. The responsibility. The idea that someone’s life might depend on
me having the right knowledge—I didn’t find it empowering or fulfilling. It
gave me panic attacks. It was the pinnacle of pressure. All my life I’ve been
worried about failing an exam, of not living up to people’s expectations, but
that was just an exam. If you fail, no one dies. But medicine...” she paused
“...that was on a whole different level. In medical school if you get
something wrong, do something or miss something, someone can die. And
plenty of people are fine with that level of responsibility. They thrive on it.
Hannah is one of them. But I'm not Hannah.”



“Which is a relief.” He finished his salad. “I love my sister but
sometimes her intensity makes me want to lie down in a dark room. Did
you tell her how you felt?”

“I tried once, but she dismissed it. She told me I’d be fine. That I was
great with people, that kind of thing.”

His mouth tightened. “In other words, she didn’t listen.”

“I think it’s more that she couldn’t understand the way I was feeling. She
didn’t know what to say. But in a way that contributed to my sense of
isolation. There was literally no one I could talk to about it. No one who
understood. No one was in my corner.” She could feel herself becoming
emotional. “Do you want more food?”

“No thanks. I couldn’t eat another thing.” He reached for her plate and
stacked it on top of his. “Was that why the two of you had a falling-out?
Because you wanted to give up medicine?”

“She told you that we fell out?”

“Yes. It came out during a delightful shouting match. She was the one
shouting, by the way. She obviously didn’t like Amelie, but wouldn’t say
why, just accused me of being stupid for not seeing who she really was, and
then she yelled something about how you’d feel about it, which made no
sense to me.”

Lily stared at him. “When was this?”

“I don’t know. Not long. A couple of months?”

After she’d left medicine. After she and Hannah had stopped
communicating.

Hannah had still been thinking about her. Worrying about her.

Hannah had been upset with her brother because she’d known how Lily
would feel about him dating Amelie.

She’d thought Hannah didn’t care, but maybe she did.

Hannah hadn’t called her, but her friend was stubborn and proud. And
Lily hadn’t called her, either. All it needed was for one of them to give a
little. All it needed was for one of them to believe their friendship was
worth fighting for. And she did believe that.

“We should get back to work.” She stood up, but he caught her hand.

“Wait. I want to ask you something.” He held her hand tightly. “Why did
Hannah think you’d be upset that I was dating Amelie?”

She tugged at her hand. “You’ll have to ask her.”



“Lily,” he spoke softly, “you’ve always talked to me about everything.
And I've talked to you. We’ve always been good friends.”

Which was exactly why she couldn’t talk to him about this. But she sat
back down because he wasn’t giving her much choice. She wondered if he
even knew he was still holding her hand.

He wanted an answer from her, so she formulated one.

“Hannah didn’t want me to give up medicine. She loves it so much. She
really is living her best life and she can’t understand why others wouldn’t
feel the same way.”

“So why was she ranting about Amelie?” He kept his gaze fixed on her
face. “She said she couldn’t believe I’d been stupid enough to be taken in
by her. Apparently she knew things about her, but when I asked her about it
she wouldn’t tell me what they were. I already knew I’d made a mistake of
course and maybe I would have talked to Hannah about it, but she wouldn’t
listen to anything I had to say. The irony was, Amelie and I weren’t even
serious. It was just casual, for me at least. Although it’s obvious to me now
that she felt differently.” He let go of her hand. “You knew Amelie, didn’t
you?”

Lily’s lips felt stiff. “Yes.”

“Are you going to tell me why Hannah disliked her so much?”

“I—you’d have to ask Hannah.”

“I’m asking you.”

“Todd—"

“Okay, so I’m going to take a guess at it.” He studied her for a moment.
“The girl who bullied you at school—that was Amelie wasn’t it?” When she
didn’t answer, he nodded. “It took me a while to figure it out. Too long.
Damn, Lily—”

“I don’t know why you’d—"

“Because I put together all the things Hannah threw at me and added in
Amelie’s reaction when your name came up.”

Her heart started to race. “My name came up?”

“Yes. Before we were dating. She wasn’t really part of my social circle,
but occasionally we’d find ourselves in the same place at the same time. We
were talking about friends. You’re one of my friends. But when I mentioned
your name, Amelie changed. She became upset—moody.”

“I don’t see why us being friends would upset her.”



It was a moment before Todd answered. “I think,” he said slowly, “it was
because she was jealous. In fact, I’'m wondering now if that’s why she got
involved with me in the first place.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“It does. And I think you know it does.” He leaned forward and took her
hand again. “She knew you were in love with me, didn’t she, Lily?”

The world stopped.

“Todd—"

“You were in love with me, and Amelie knew that. That was why she
was suddenly interested in me.”

This was a nightmare. She didn’t know which was worse. Todd knowing,
or Amelie knowing.

Todd. Definitely Todd. It was one thing loving him, and him not
knowing. A completely different thing, loving him and knowing he knew. It
was mortifying. She didn’t want him feeling sorry for her. Pitying her.
Everything would be awkward now. These past few days, where they’d
worked together so closely and had such fun, were in the past.

She stood up suddenly and Todd stood up, too.

She freed her hand and turned to walk away but he caught her by the
shoulders and turned her to face him.

“Wait. I have a question, and it’s really important to me that you answer
it honestly.” He was still holding her. “Are you still in love with me, Lily?”

Oh God, he was going to sympathize. He was going to be kind and
understanding. This was her nightmare. The moment she’d always dreaded,
and it was as bad as she’d feared it would be.

It was terrifying to be this vulnerable.

She opened her mouth to deny it. And then she stopped.

She was tired of denying who she was, and what she felt. She’d been
honest with her parents, and even though it hadn’t been easy, she didn’t
regret doing it. She could be honest with Todd, too.

“Yes. But it doesn’t matter.” She couldn’t look at him, so she fixed her
gaze on the middle of his chest. “People fall in love with the wrong people
all the time. It happens. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“It means something to me. It matters to me.” He was standing close to
her now, so close that she could hardly breathe.

“Why?”



“Because I’m in love with you. I’m crazy about you, and I need to know
if you feel the same way.” He slid his fingers under her chin and tilted her
face so she was forced to look at him.

And she saw in that moment what she hadn’t seen right away.

He was nervous, too. He was vulnerable. He was feeling all the things
she was feeling.

He was in love with her.

It seemed like such an impossible dream that at first her brain rejected it.

“You dated Amelie.”

“I know. Big mistake, and I’ve made a few in my life. I’'m hoping we can
get past that.” And right then, when she’d given up hoping it would ever
happen again, he kissed her. He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her
and it felt even better than she remembered. He kissed her until every one
of her senses were screaming, until the desire was so acute, so
excruciatingly intense that she desperately needed him to do something to
ease it. She needed him to do something. She gave a low moan, and he
finally lifted his head. “Lily?”

Did he expect her to talk? Her brain wasn’t capable of stringing together
a coherent thought. The moment his mouth had claimed hers, her brain had
fused.

She looked at him groggily, saw that familiar gleam in his eyes, and
finally regained her powers of speech.

“Todd Buckingham, are you laughing at me?”

“No. Definitely not. I’'m smiling.” He kissed her again, but briefly this
time. “You still haven’t said the words, but I’'m taking that as a yes.”

“Yes?”

“You do love me.”

She couldn’t resist teasing him. “You’re very sure of yourself.”

“I’m not sure of myself at all. I’ve never been this scared in my life. You
still haven’t said the words, by the way.”

She’d said them so many times in her head that it felt as if the whole
world must know.

“I love you, Todd. I love you.” She tried to say it again, just so there
could be no mistake, but he was kissing her again and this time there was
no sign of him stopping.

His mouth still on hers, he backed her into the cottage, his hands ripping
at her shirt while her fingers fumbled with the button on his shorts. It



crossed her mind briefly that perhaps they should close the door, but they
were too busy undressing each other and kissing, and then he pulled her
hard against him and she was no longer thinking of anything but his mouth
and the urgent touch of his hands and how badly she wanted him.

They tumbled onto the rug, and he rolled so that he was the one on the
floor and she was the one on top. And she was happy with that because it
meant she could see all of him, touch all of him. She trailed her mouth
across his jaw, over his neck and lower, distracted from her purpose only
when he made a few intimate explorations of his own. His skilled touch
seduced and teased until she was drunk on sensation, dizzy with longing,
needing more. Needing everything. She reached down, closing her hand
over him and she heard the sharp intake of his breath. He shifted position
and lifted her and then they were moving in a perfect rhythm, and she felt
nothing but heat and sensation and the feeling that they were made to be
together.

Afterward they lay on the floor, trying to catch their breath.

She stared up at the ceiling, drowsy and sated, thinking of the wonder
that was Todd. “Are you alive? This floor is hard. We should have made it
to the sofa.”

“Wouldn’t have made any difference. That sofa is as uncomfortable as
the floor.” He pulled her closer. “I’m alive, although possibly injured. You?
Any bruises?”

“I don’t care.”

“Next time we’ll aim for a mattress. Apologies for being impatient.”

“Don’t apologize.” She wanted to tell him how good it felt to be wanted
that badly, but her mind was drowsy, and her eyes were closing, which was
annoying because she knew there was something she’d wanted to ask him.
And then she remembered. “Why did you think Amelie was only interested
in you because of me?”

He stroked her back with his hand. “Because she never showed the
slightest interest in me until you and I kissed at the school reunion.”

She turned her head to look at him. “You remember that?”

He frowned and rolled onto his side, propping himself up on his elbow. “I
remember. Why would you think otherwise?”

“Because you never mentioned it.” She put her hand on his chest and
then moved it to his jaw. She couldn’t stop touching him.



“You didn’t mention it, either. I thought you regretted it. People do all
sorts of things at those reunions. They’re a nightmare. I was being a
gentleman, but that was because I didn’t know how you felt.” He leaned
down and kissed her slowly. “That’s never going to happen again.” And to
prove it he pulled her close and it was another hour before either of them
spoke again.

“Todd?”

He pulled her closer. “What?”

“I think we left the front door open.”

He laughed. “I thought you were going to say something profound.”

“I don’t know about profound, but if your grandmother does come home
unannounced it could be embarrassing.”

“That’s true.” He eased his arm out from under her and sat up with a
wince. “I’m going to lock the door, and then I think we should move
somewhere more comfortable.”

He dealt with the door and was pulling her to her feet when they heard
the muffled sound of his phone ringing.

They both stared at each other and then at the discarded clothing strewn
across the floor.

“Where is it?” She reached for his shirt, rummaging through the clothes
they’d abandoned on the floor and finally he found the phone in his shorts.

He answered it before it went to voice mail. “Hi, Nanna. Yes, we’re here.
No, nothing’s wrong—a long time to answer the phone? We were up a
ladder, that’s all—”

She tilted her head and mouthed, Up a ladder?

He gave a helpless shrug and carried on talking to his grandmother. “Yes,
we assumed that was the case—" He paused and listened and then nodded.
“Good plan. The place stinks of paint. Reeks. And I have wood spread
across the floor so if there’s an alternative place for you to stay, that would
be a good idea. Stay as long as you like.”

Lily raised her eyebrows and he winked at her as he continued the
conversation.

“No problem...we’ll be working until we lose the light anyway. There’s
lots to do...don’t worry about food, we’ll figure it out. Lily? She’s fine, I
think.” He allowed himself a slow scan of her naked body. “Yes, I'll take
care of Lily. No problem.”

He ended the call and tugged Lily against him.



She lost her balance and had to hold on to his shoulders to steady herself.
“What are you doing?”

“Following my grandmother’s instructions and taking care of you.” He
kissed her jaw and then her neck. “Do you have any idea how hard it was to
string a sentence together with you standing there naked?”

“Yes. I witnessed it. You were stammering.”

“And whose fault was that? You did it on purpose, didn’t you?” His
fingers trailed down her spine. “I mean, you could have been generous and
pulled clothes on.”

“I didn’t see the point.” She rested her forehead against his chest. After
wanting him for so long, loving him for so long, any moment apart seemed
like a moment wasted. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

“Believe it. And the good news is that my grandmother is staying another
night with Seth, so we have this place to ourselves.”

She looked up at him, digesting what he’d just said. “She’s staying
another night? That has to be a good sign, don’t you think? How did she
sound?”

“I have no idea. You were naked.”

“Did she sound happy? Excited?”

“As I said, you were naked.”

“I hope she and Seth are—”

“Can we stop talking about my grandmother?” He silenced her with a
kiss, and she wound her arms around his neck.

“So, what are we going to do with the rest of the day?”

“I have a few ideas we can test out. But first there’s something I need to
say to you.” He smoothed her tangled hair back from her face. “Something
you need to know.”

“What?”

He cupped her cheek with his hand and held her gaze. “You said you had
no one in your corner. And I want you to know that I’m in your corner, Lily.
Always. No matter what happens, or what choices you make, you will
always have me in your corner.”

It was possibly the best thing anyone had ever said to her. “Thank you.”

“Also, I love you.” He kissed her gently. “I may have told you that
already.”

“I have a terrible memory.” She stroked her fingers through his hair.
“Maybe you should tell me again, just so I’'m clear about it.”



“I can do better than that.” He scooped her up and carried her to the
stairs. “I can show you.”
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Kristen

Kristen arrived at the restaurant five minutes late. Theo was coming

straight from the hospital and although he’d assured her he’d be on time,
she knew him well enough that she chose not to arrive early.

She’d hoped he might take the whole day off as it was their anniversary,
but having taken an extended leave of absence he understandably felt he
needed to pull his weight in the department.

Theo had missed many anniversaries in their years together, and she was
determined that this one was going to be perfect. It seemed symbolic
somehow, that it came after what she thought of in her mind as a “rough
patch.” He wouldn’t see it that way, of course, because he didn’t know how
she’d been feeling, but that didn’t matter, because things were improving
between them.

Losing Michael had made Theo more vulnerable, more open to talking to
her about his feelings. She was sure that from there it was a very short step
to talking about her feelings.

Even his work-life balance had improved. Since returning to work, he’d
been restricting his hours and he’d been home when he’d promised to be
home every night.

She smoothed her hair and stepped into the restaurant. It had become the
most talked about place in Boston, and the chef had won multiple awards. It
was the perfect place for a celebration.

In order to secure a table, she’d done something she rarely did, which
was to use her maiden name when she booked.

“Ms. Lapthorne?”



She was greeted with warmth and shown immediately to a table. The
atmosphere was muted and sophisticated. Candles flickered and silver
gleamed. It was perfect in every way but one—

Her husband hadn’t yet arrived.

She was not going to stress. Traffic was probably heavy. When he walked
through that door she was not going to say anything that might spoil the
evening ahead, or risk threatening the new closeness that had emerged since
the tragedy with Michael.

“You’re the first to arrive,” the woman said as she settled Kristen at the
table, facing the view. “Can I fetch you a drink while you wait for your
guest?”

She ordered a bottle of champagne, sure that by the time it arrived, Theo
would have arrived, too.

She checked her phone, but there were no messages.

Five minutes, she promised herself. She’d give him five minutes, and
then she’d call.

In the end she gave him ten, and by then the champagne had arrived.

“Shall I open it?” The sommelier hovered and she shook her head.

“I’1l wait, thank you.”

Ten minutes turned into fifteen and by twenty she was starting to worry.

After thirty minutes she called him, but his phone went to voice mail.

Maybe he was in a cab and taking another call. A colleague asking for
advice, perhaps.

She gave it another five minutes and then called again, and this time she
left a message.

“Theo, it’s me. Where are you? I’'m worried.”

What if he’d had an accident? It was impossible not to consider that
option, given what had happened to Michael. Michael had been driving his
car, going about his business, not imagining for a moment that it would turn
out to be the last car journey he ever made.

She stared out of the window, hoping to see Theo sprinting toward her,
full of apology.

But there was no Theo. Just an oversolicitous member of the front of
house staff, keen to know her intentions.

Kristen had no problem eating in a restaurant alone if she’d planned for
it, but she hadn’t planned for this and she felt increasingly conspicuous. She
was dressed for a celebration, but there was no celebration.



Unable to stand the sympathetic glances from her fellow diners any
longer, she stood up and gave her apologies. Embarrassed, she gave them a
massive tip for nothing but the privilege of having allowed her to sit at one
of their tables for an hour.

Then she walked out of the restaurant and called Theo again.

“Theo, I'm on my way home. I’ll see you there. Call me as soon as you
can just to let me know you’re okay.”

Her mind went into overdrive on the cab drive home.

She wanted to believe that he’d been held up, but if that was the case
why hadn’t he messaged her? He knew she was waiting in the restaurant.
He knew this was a special occasion.

No, Theo wouldn’t do that to her, which left only one explanation and
that was that he hadn’t been able to use his phone for some reason.

Theo had mentioned to her that Michael’s phone had kept ringing even
after he was dead.

Remembering that sent her mind and her thoughts spiraling out of
control. There was no point in telling herself that nothing would have
happened because these things did happen, and Michael was evidence of
that. Some people arrived home safely, but some didn’t.

Back in her house, she dropped her purse onto the kitchen countertop and
called the emergency department.

She was probably overreacting, and no doubt she’d regret it once the staff
started teasing her, but she’d take it because it was the only way to put her
mind at rest.

“I just want to check whether Theo Buckingham is there. I’'m sure he
isn’t. I’'m being—"

“Theo Buckingham? He’s in surgery.”

“In surgery?” Kristen’s knees gave way, and she sat down hard on the
nearest kitchen chair. She felt dizzy. “How bad is it?”

“I’m not at liberty to disclose personal information.”

“I’m his wife.”

“Oh—Mrs. Buckingham? It’s Clara Oats here. Sorry, I didn’t recognize
your voice. It’s pretty bad. It will be a few hours before we know more.”

A few hours?

She couldn’t think. She was shaking. How could two tragedies happen so
close together?



“Mrs. Buckingham? Are you still there? Can I give him a message for
you?”

“A message?”

“I can pass something to one of the team if there’s something particular
you want to say.”

She knew from talking to Theo that hearing was often the last thing to go
when a person was unconscious. It was the reason relatives were
encouraged to talk to their loved ones even when they were in a coma.

What would she want them to say to Theo?

“It’s our anniversary. I was waiting for him at a restaurant.” She was
choked by panic and emotion. This must have been how Trisha had felt.
“I’d ordered a bottle of champagne.”

“I’m sorry. This is bad timing.”

Bad timing? Her husband was in surgery and all this woman could say
was that it was bad timing?

“I’m going to drive over now.” She tried to pull herself together. These
were Theo’s colleagues. He’d want her to be composed. “I’ll be there as
quickly as I can, but if you could just tell him that I love him.”

“I’ll do that. Nothing like a bit of romance to lighten a serious situation.
You have a nice evening, Mrs. Buckingham. And hopefully Theo will be
home in time to share that bottle of champagne with you. It must be
frustrating for you. The downside of being married to a brilliant surgeon
like your husband.”

How could he possibly be home in time to drink champagne?

Downside?

And then she realized that when the woman had said that Theo was in
surgery, she hadn’t meant that he was the patient. She’d meant that he was
the surgeon. Theo wasn’t the one being operated on, he was the one doing
the operation, but her mind had been hurtling so fast down the dark track
toward doom that she’d interpreted the conversation in the wrong way. The
misunderstanding was her fault, but in her defense Theo hadn’t contacted
her or asked anyone else to contact her. And yes, she understood the life-
and-death nature of some emergencies, but this wasn’t just about him being
late home, it wasn’t even about him leaving her stranded in an expensive
restaurant on her own on their anniversary, it was about him not once
thinking that she might be worried after what had happened to Michael.



Surely he wouldn’t have done that to her? There must be another
explanation. “Theo wasn’t on call this evening.”

“I know. It should have been Alison Hollister, but her mother had a fall
this afternoon, so Theo said he’d cover for her. You know what he’s like.
He’s always there for everyone.”

Everyone except his wife.

She ended the phone call, skewered by a thousand volts of anger. All the
energy she’d put into being anxious, now fueled her fury.

Theo wasn’t trapped in a tangled heap of metal. Theo was at work. He
was operating. He’d covered for Alison so that she could go home and take
care of her mother, and he’d left his wife sitting alone in a restaurant on
their anniversary worrying that something had happened to him.

Her eyes stung with tears of anger and frustration.

She couldn’t believe they were back here again. After everything that had
happened over the past few weeks, everything he’d said about appreciating
his family, appreciating her, he’d prioritized work again without even
having the courtesy to let her know.

Enough. Enough!

Vision blurred, she stomped up the stairs and dragged her largest suitcase
from a cupboard. That hollow feeling inside her was back. The loneliness.
The feeling that no one cared about her enough to make her their priority.
Was it too much to ask?

Maybe it was, in which case she needed to make sure that she was at
least the priority in her own life.

An hour later the suitcase was by the front door, along with a smaller bag
stuffed with valuables and all her personal items.

It was dark, and past midnight, but she didn’t bother turning on the lights.

She sat down on the bottom stair and waited.

Another hour passed and then she heard the sound of a key in the lock
and Theo stepped into the house.

He closed the door quietly, turned and tripped over her suitcase.

“What the—" He steadied himself and flicked on the light, blinking as he
saw her sitting there. “Kristen? What are you doing?”

She stood up. Her knees were shaking. Her hands were shaking. Her
whole world was shaking.

“I’m leaving you, Theo.” They were words she never thought she’d say.
“But I’'m doing you the courtesy of saying goodbye first, because that’s the



adult thing to do after so many years of marriage.” And also because there
were things she badly needed to say, and she knew if she didn’t say them
they’d burn a hole inside her.

“What? Wait—" He dropped his keys onto the table and put his bag
down. “You can’t be serious.”

“Do you see a smile anywhere on my face?”

“Is this because I missed dinner? It was an emergency, Kristen. What was
I supposed to do? Tell a husband that I can’t save his wife because I have to
go home to my own?”

“No, I don’t expect you to do that. I respect what you do. But I would
like some respect in return. Do you have any idea how I felt tonight?”

“It was all frantic, Krissy.” He hung up his coat. “I knew you’d be okay. I
knew you’d understand.”

“Well, I wasn’t okay. And I don’t understand. Would you have left me
sitting in that restaurant all night?” She was raising her voice, but she
couldn’t help it. “I would like you to just once consider how I might be
feeling. A call, Theo, that’s all I needed. A message. It didn’t even have to
be you sending it.”

“It just went from my mind—"

“You mean I went from your mind, and that’s because I’m never in your
mind. There is always something, or someone, more important.”

“You’re overreacting. And on that subject, why did you call the
department and ask them to tell me you love me? They all had a big laugh
over it. Were you trying to embarrass me?”

“Embarrass you?” The thought of everyone laughing was the final straw.
“Do you have any idea how I felt when you didn’t show up at the
restaurant? The restaurant you chose, by the way, as somewhere special to
celebrate our anniversary. The date you fixed. Because you really want to
spend time with your family, don’t you, Theo, you really want to spend time
with me. After what happened to Michael, you’re a changed man.” She
knew she should be having this conversation in a calm voice, but it was
impossible. She was so very hurt. So very upset. “Except you’re not a
changed man. You’re exactly the man you’ve always been. And even now,
with me spelling it out to you, you’re not even trying to understand how I’'m
feeling. It’s all about you. I didn’t call the hospital to embarrass you, I
called them because I was scared that something had happened to you!”



He stared at her. “Of course nothing had happened to me. Why would
you even think that?”

“Because bad things happen. They happened to Michael!”

His expression changed. “I didn’t think about that. It didn’t cross my
mind that you’d worry. I’m sorry. Next time I’ll get a message to you.”

Next time.

“There won’t be a next time. I’'m done, Theo.” She gestured to the
suitcases. “I’ve never been a quitter, but this is me quitting.”

“Kristen—" he said, running his hand over the back of his neck. “Look, I
get that you’re upset. I understand. But can we talk about this tomorrow?
I’ve been operating for the past eight hours and I’'m tired. I'm sorry I
messed up our anniversary. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

“If you think we can talk about this tomorrow, then you don’t understand.
And even now, you’re still making it about you.” And suddenly she realized
something, and she wondered why she hadn’t seen it before. “It’s a type of
addiction, isn’t it, Theo? Being needed? Being the hero? The guy who rides
in on his charger and saves the day. Or at least, saves the patient.”

“Because the patient needs me. I’m a surgeon. That is my job.”

“I know. And I’ve always admired that. I’ve always supported you.
Which is why it’s taken me this long to see things clearly. The patient does
need you, but you need them just as much. You need the applause. You
need the limelight. Yes, you make a difference, and sometimes you save
lives, but there are other surgeons. You’re not the only one. And a life
doesn’t have to be full of big moments and drama for them to count. Small
moments matter, too. Those moments no one else sees. But you don’t get
high on those moments, do you, Theo? You can’t handle the ordinary or the
mundane or those life moments where you’re not the shining star.”

“Kristen—"

“You’re a saint to your patients and staff, and absent when your family
need you. We are nothing more than your support crew, here to back you up
so that you can live this life you’ve chosen. You have your priorities, and
I’m not one of them. But I deserve more than that. I deserve better than to
be left in a restaurant without even the courtesy of a phone call. You are
always there for your patients and colleagues when they need you, but
never there for me.” She was furious with herself for being so emotional,
but how could she not be? This was her marriage. Her life. “I’'m leaving,
and we can figure out details later.”



“Wait—" He caught her arm. “You’re leaving because I didn’t message
you to say I’d be late?”

“No, I’m leaving because I’'m not important to you.” Her voice was
shaky. “Even in my lowest moments, when I truly needed you, you haven’t
been there for me.”

He let go of her. “That’s unfair and untrue.”

“Really?” She hadn’t intended to rake up the past, but how could she not?
“You missed Todd’s birth because you were with a patient who you judged
to be a greater priority than I was. It didn’t matter that I was frightened and
alone, and that Todd’s heart rate was dipping and scaring everyone. It didn’t
matter that they had to rush me to surgery. The welfare of your wife and
child was secondary to the patient you were dealing with.”

“I knew you were in good hands, but you’re right. I should have been
there for that.” His face was paler than usual. “Fortunately you were both
fine—"

“Physically yes, although no thanks to you. Emotionally? I wasn’t fine,
Theo. I was traumatized. The gap between the happy birthing experience
I’d hoped for and the panicked emergency I ended up having, was huge.
And I had no one to share it with. You abandoned me.” Her voice was
shaking, and she stopped talking for a moment and pressed her hand to her
chest, forcing herself to breathe slowly. She had to finish this conversation.
“I buried that trauma and I forgave you, because deep down you’re a good
man and I was proud of you. I tried to forget and carry on. And on all the
occasions that followed across the years where you weren’t there for me
when I needed you, I did the same. I swallowed it and carried on. I made
excuses for you. I forgave you. And then my father was rushed into
hospital.”

“I was with a patient who had fallen from a window—"

“I don’t doubt it. And I’m sure you felt you were justified in not being by
my side when my father was dying, but ask yourself this, Theo—were you
really the only person who could have helped that patient? Was there really
no other surgeon who could have stepped in and covered for you the way
you always step in and cover for colleagues? I’m sure there was, but you
didn’t ask them because you didn’t want to be with me.” And suddenly it
came to her in an explosion of clarity. “You were afraid.”

“Afraid?”



“Yes. Afraid of my emotions. Afraid of your own emotions. You’re good
in a crisis when it is someone else’s crisis.” She wondered why she hadn’t
seen it before. “You’re brilliant at being detached, but when it comes to
dealing with your own emotions you will do anything to avoid it. That’s
why you had to take time off after Michael. You couldn’t handle it. And it’s
why you weren’t there for me after my father died, because you couldn’t
handle my emotions, either.”

“Kristen—"

“At the hospital when he died, I handled it on my own. I cried on my
own. I’ve become used to handling things on my own. But the thing about
doing things alone, Theo, is that eventually you realize that not only do you
feel alone, but you are alone. And when my father died, I realized just how
alone I really am.” She felt drained. Exhausted. She needed this
conversation to end, or she wouldn’t have the energy to leave the house and
she was determined to leave the house.

“I know you felt terrible when your father died,” Theo muttered, “but I
didn’t know what to do.”

“Acknowledging it would have been a start. Saying I’m here for you, or
offering some gesture of support. The type of support I've been giving you
since Michael died. But you didn’t give me that. You weren’t there for me.
You’re never there for me. And do you know what makes it worse? You
were there for Michael. You supported him when he needed it, so I can’t
even tell myself you’re not capable of it. You’re perfectly capable of doing
that for other people. Just not for your wife.” She picked up her jacket. “I’m
always handling things alone because you’re not around, so let’s make it
official. Let’s formalize this arrangement and stop pretending we’re a team.
It’s all about expectation, Theo. I end up handling everything by myself
anyway, so I might as well be by myself.”

“You’re very upset,” he said, “but we can’t fix things if you leave. I don’t
understand why you’d leave.”

“I know you don’t. And that’s why I’'m leaving. Because even now
you’re not hearing me. I don’t believe things can be fixed.” What did she
have to do to make him understand? What did she have to say to make him
pay attention? “Do you have any idea how lonely my life is? I almost had
an affair, Theo. I met a man who cared about me, who was interested in me,
and who listened to me, and it was such a novelty after years of being
invisible that for a short while I was truly happy. I'd forgotten how it felt to



be happy. And I didn’t sleep with him, I wasn’t unfaithful—physically at
least—but that relationship showed me just what was missing from my
life.”

Theo was breathing rapidly. “You’ve been seeing someone? That’s why
you’re leaving?”

“It was a fleeting friendship and it’s over. That has nothing to do with us.
I’m leaving because I want more than you’re able to offer. I deserve more.
You’ve chosen your life, and your priorities, and I have to accept that. But I
have a right to choose my life, and my priorities. The life I live matters, too.
I deserve not to feel lonely. I deserve to find happiness, or at least
contentment, where I can. I deserve to be more than your support team.”

Theo looked shell-shocked. “Where are you going?”

“I don’t know.” She hadn’t even thought that far. “I think I’'m just going
to follow my mother’s example and disappear for a while.”

“On your own?”

“I’ll be fine on my own.” She picked up her bag and her suitcase. “I've
had plenty of practice.”
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Cecilia

11
What if I don’t like what they’ve done?” Cecilia parked the car outside

the cottage and glanced at Seth. “I’ll end up keeping the place just to please
my grandson.”

“Stop worrying.” He reached for her hand. “Let’s just look round and
take it a step at a time.”

His steady, practical approach to everything was calming.

She glanced down at their hands. “These last few days have been—"

“I know.” He tightened his hand on hers. “Unexpected.”

“More than that. They’ve been a gift. I hadn’t realized how lonely I’d
been feeling until I spent time with you. I was stuck in a place in my life
with no idea how to move forward.”

“And now?”

She smiled. “I’m following your advice and taking it a step at a time.”

Still, she felt ridiculously nervous as they walked around to the front door
of the cottage. She was nervous about the transformation, but mostly she
was nervous about the fact that she was bringing Seth here. She was making
their relationship public, and she wasn’t sure how that would be received by
her family.

“Nanna!” Todd had clearly been watching for their arrival because he
sprinted down the steps and scooped up her bags. “You’ve been shopping.
That’s good.”

“You left me no choice. You told me to stay away while you finished the
place, and I hadn’t packed anything.”

“You wouldn’t have wanted to be breathing in paint fumes and tripping
over planks of wood. You must be Seth.” Todd gave Seth a warm smile and



extended his hand. “Great to meet you. Come in and see the place. Lily is
waiting to give you the tour.”

He was so easy with everyone, Cecilia thought. So comfortable and
accepting. Her heart sank a little as she contemplated Kristen’s reaction to
this latest development. She was unlikely to be so open to this new change
in her mother’s life.

Still, that wasn’t today’s problem.

Todd seemed relaxed and for now that was all that mattered. She was
pleased now that he’d come to check on her. There was no doubt that her
life improved when he was around.

Lily appeared next to Todd. She was wearing a pair of cutoff denim
shorts that showed off her long legs, a tiny hot pink top, and her hair was
caught up in a ponytail. But what really caught Cecilia’s attention was the
smile she exchanged with Todd. It was intimate and loving. Familiar.

She glanced at Seth, who winked at her and urged her up the steps to the
door.

“You must be Lily, the artist.” He shook her hand. “I’m Seth, and I’d like
to talk to you once you’ve given us this tour.”

Cecilia expected Lily to protest that she wasn’t an artist but instead she
seemed to grow a little taller.

“Yes, I am an artist,” she said and glanced at Todd with a little smile,
“although for the past few days I’ve been using my paintbrush on walls and
woodwork.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing the results,” Seth said, and Cecilia
agreed.

She could see how eager they were to show her what they’d done to the
cottage, and she was determined to be a receptive audience.

“Lead on. Where are we starting?”

“In the living room, and we’ll work our way upstairs.” Todd opened the
door and Cecilia took a breath.

She’d set her expectations low. Not because she didn’t trust Todd and
Lily to do a good job, but because she didn’t trust her own emotional
response. This place had once been an important part of her life with
Cameron, and she didn’t think that a coat of paint and a few clever finds in
a thrift store would make much difference to how she felt about the place.

The moment she stepped inside she realized she’d underestimated Todd
and Lily.



Nothing was where it had been before. Nothing was the same.

The old hard sofa that Cameron had complained about had been replaced
with a new, modern version. She could tell without even trying it that the
deep cushions would be comfortable, that it would embrace the person
choosing to sit on it rather than rejecting them. It was upholstered in cream
and scattered with cushions in shades of green and blue.

“The sofa cover is washable,” Lily said, “before you think I lost my mind
choosing cream.”

“It’s perfect. And so is the position.” Now the sofa faced the windows so
that anyone sitting there could enjoy the spectacular view.

The large rug was new, but the coffee table was the same, which pleased
her because she was the one who had found that table. She wondered how
they’d known what to keep and what to discreetly remove.

But the major change in the room was the walls. What had once been a
gallery of Cameron’s work until she’d destroyed it, was now floor-to-
ceiling shelving that extended over the doorway that led to the kitchen. The
shelves were white and displayed books and various objects that she’d
collected over the years. A vase filled with shells, a piece of driftwood, a
photo of her as a young woman that she couldn’t remember seeing before.

“This is spectacular.” She stepped closer and ran a finger along the
shelves. “Todd? Did you build these?”

“I built them, Lily painted them.”

Lily stepped forward. “We chose white because we thought it was more
adaptable. You can add pops of color with vases and candles.”

“It transforms the room. Don’t you agree, Seth?” She turned to look at
him and found him staring at the one painting that remained in the room.

The Girl on the Shore hung on the wall above the fireplace, the soft
colors drawing the eye and bringing the whole room together. It was as if
the cottage had been designed around this one painting.

She hadn’t thought about Seth seeing it and suddenly she was anxious
about what he might say.

“Let’s take a look at the kitchen.” She turned to walk through to the
kitchen, but he caught her arm.

“Wait. That painting—"

“Let’s talk about it later.”

He seemed about to argue and then nodded slowly. “All right. If that’s
what you want.”



“It is.”

“You don’t think it looks good there?” Lily glanced from them to the
painting, suddenly doubtful. “I love it so much I thought it should stay right
where it was. So did Todd. But maybe you don’t want a Cameron
Lapthorne displayed with such prominence.”

“We can decide that later.” Cecilia moved quickly into the kitchen. She
admired the newly painted cabinets and the blind that Lily had fitted above
the back door, but her mind was back in the living room with the painting.

She should have destroyed it along with the others. She should have
consigned it to the past.

And now Seth was watching her, and she knew why. He had questions,
and she wasn’t sure how she was going to answer them.

She delayed the moment. “I can’t wait to see upstairs.”

She followed Todd and Lily right up to the top of the cottage.

Lily opened the door. “Todd has worked magic with storage space in
here.”

“Lily was the brains behind it,” Todd said. “I just did as I was told.”

The room butted into the eaves and Cecilia saw instantly that the room
had been transformed.

Lily gestured to the window seat. “You can sit on it and read while
looking at the view, it also doubles as a bedding storage area—" she lifted
the lid, proudly displaying neatly folded spare bedding “—and it can be
used as an extra bed if needed. Isn’t he clever?” She beamed at Todd and
Cecilia reflected that while some couples found it impossible to work
together, that was clearly not true of Lily and Todd.

Her fondness for her granddaughter’s friend was growing by the day.

“It’s perfect. Charming.”

The second bedroom was equally charming, with Lily’s newly restored
bookshelf taking pride of place under the window.

“We’ve saved the best for last.” Lily looked visibly nervous as she stood
in front of the closed door of the master bedroom. “Are you ready?”

She’d never be ready.

She’d been dreading this moment. Even though she’d forgotten many
things over the decades, the image that had confronted her when she’d
opened the door so many years ago had stayed with her.

But Lily was so hopeful and optimistic, and she’d tried so hard to make
everything feel different for Cecilia that she pushed past her own reticence.



What did it matter? It was all so long ago. And she wasn’t doing this for
herself, she was doing it for Lily and for Todd. There was no limit to what
you could do when you loved someone.

She stepped into the room expecting ghosts and memories and for a
moment felt disorientated because this wasn’t the room she remembered.

The colors and textures were inspired by the ocean and the natural world,
but the design was fresh and contemporary. The pale blue paint scheme that
she and Cameron had chosen had gone, and now the room had white
shiplap walls, a seagrass rug and glass lamps that reflected the light.

“We tried hard to make it different—" Lily was watching her every
reaction, her anxiety palpable “—we bought a new bed. And moved it.”

“I can see that.” Instead of being tucked under the window, the bed now
faced the balcony. The old bed had a heavy oak frame and striped linens
faded from too much washing.

The new bed had a simple white rattan headboard, and the bed itself had
been dressed in fresh white linens and stacked with pillows in toning shades
of washed green and blue. Draped across the bottom was a pale sea green
throw, perfect for cooler evenings.

The doors to the balcony were open, flooding the room with sea air and
light, and offering far-reaching views across the dunes and the ocean.

Cecilia felt an instant sense of calm, and also relief, as if she’d been set
free.

There were no ghosts here. No bad memories. Nothing at all to remind
her of the past. The room was so tranquil and welcoming she immediately
wanted to move all her things from the second bedroom to this one.

“I can’t believe it.” She touched one of the walls, running her hand over
the line of the wood. “You did this?”

“Just on the one wall,” Todd said. “We thought it added texture and a
slightly ‘beachier’ feel.”

She never would have thought of doing that. She never would have
thought that a room could be transformed the way they’d transformed this
one.

There were bookshelves on either side of the bed, and they doubled as
nightstands complete with reading lights.

Cecilia nodded her approval. “Clever idea.”

“We wanted to maximize use of space. The room isn’t that big.
Everything has to work twice as hard.”



“You can enjoy the view while you’re lying in bed,” Lily said. “I never
understood why the bed was facing the wall before.”

Because in the beginning, she and Cameron hadn’t cared which direction
the bed was facing.

She smiled as she remembered. There had been good times. Many of
them.

Todd was watching her. “Take a closer look at the walls, Nanna.”

What had she missed? She’d thought the walls were plain white, and only
now did she see the small seashells, hand-painted in a creamy pearlescent
shade that caught the light. Each seashell was subtle and exquisitely
beautiful.

“Todd! You did this?”

He laughed. “I’m flattered that you think I have those skills. Sadly, I
don’t. This is Lily’s work.”

Cecilia stepped closer and traced one lightly with her finger. “It’s
beautiful. Did you do this freehand or use a stencil?”

“She did it freehand,” Todd said, and Cecilia heard the pride in his voice.

“Which is the reason some of the seashells are different sizes. And it’s
not all shells—” Lily pointed to a spot above the bed. “There is the
occasional seahorse, too. And a dolphin or two. I did sneak a killer whale in
near the bathroom. I’ve never done anything like this before. It was fun.”

Seth took a closer look. “This is extraordinary. I’m going to hire you to
redecorate the room my grandchildren use when they stay with me. Gemma
is obsessed with starfish. Could you do a starfish?”

“She can do anything. You see?” Todd gave Lily a triumphant look. “I
told her she’d be booked up for the rest of the year once word gets out.” He
put his arm round her, not bothering to hide his feelings.

Cecilia glanced from her grandson’s face to Lily, who was all smiles and
flushed happiness.

“I wouldn’t complain about that. We’ve had the best time doing this.”

“You’ve both worked so hard.”

She had no idea what had happened between the two of them during the
few nights she’d been staying at Seth’s, but it was clear that it wasn’t just
her cottage that had undergone a change.

“What do you think?” Lily was nibbling the corner of her nails. “Does
the place make you feel calm and happy?”



“I think you’ve done an incredible job.” She walked to the balcony and
gazed across the dunes to the ocean. She remembered spending hours on
that beach with Cameron, and before that with her friends. And with Seth.

Seth.

She’d only been back in the cottage for a short time and yet everything
had changed. She’d felt trapped, like a butterfly in a net, not knowing what
to do next.

But now she knew. She knew how she was going to move her life into
the next phase. And knowing had freed her.

“Nanna?” Todd stood next to her, waiting, and she reached out and
hugged him.

“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you to both you and Lily.”

“It was our pleasure. Come out on the deck and have breakfast.” Todd
stepped back into the bedroom. “There’s freshly squeezed orange juice and
pastries. I was in the bakery the moment it opened this morning, and I may
have overdone the quantity. I hope you’re hungry.”

Cecilia was about to agree that breakfast sounded like an excellent
suggestion when her phone rang.

She checked the caller display and felt a flicker of surprise. She answered
it immediately. “Kristen?”

“M-Mom?”

Cecilia heard something in her voice and felt anxiety tighten in her
stomach. She gestured to the others to go downstairs without her and waited
until they’d left the room. “What’s wrong? Has something happened?” She
closed the doors onto the balcony so that her voice wouldn’t carry outside.

“I’ve left Theo.”

Cecilia closed her eyes briefly. So she hadn’t been catastrophizing. They
really were having problems. Where did Jeff fit into this? Why hadn’t she
asked Kristen about it? She should have found a way to offer support. She
hadn’t helped, but she could help now. And underneath her maternal
anxiety was a feeling of relief and satisfaction that Kristen had chosen to
call her.

It felt like a second chance, and she was determined not to waste it.

“You’re upset. Are you driving? You shouldn’t be driving.”

“I’m not driving right now. I stopped because I needed coffee.”

“Where are you?”



“I don’t know. Brewster, I think. I decided that if the Cape could heal
you, maybe it could heal me, too. I slept in my car last night.”

“In your car? Kristen!” Her anxiety deepened. “Why didn’t you check
into a hotel? Or call me sooner?”

“Because it was already two in the morning when I got into my car. I
didn’t have the energy and I didn’t want people to see me like this. Can I
come and see you now? I’d really like to talk. I know you’re upset with me,
and I’m sorry. I’'m sorry I threw a party that you didn’t really want.”
Kristen’s voice thickened again. “It was selfish and thoughtless of me, and I
feel terrible that you felt you had to run away.”

“Oh, Kristen—” Emotion settled like a lead weight in her chest. “You
weren’t the reason I left, and you have nothing to apologize for. I’'m the one
who should be apologizing.” She felt choked. “I’ll explain everything when
I see you. But you can’t drive. It isn’t safe. Stay right where you are. I’'ll
come and get you.”

“No, I’m okay to drive, honestly. I’ve had coffee and the fresh air is
helping. Where are you?”

Cecilia gave her the address without hesitation. “We’ll see you soon.”

“We?”

Cecilia thought about all the things that had happened since the party.
“It’s complicated. I’ll explain everything when you get here. Drive
carefully.”

She ended the call and headed down the stairs to the kitchen where Todd
was stacking a tray with mugs and plates while deep in conversation with
Seth.

They seemed to be getting on well, and she was about to throw another
complication into the mix.

“How many pastries did you buy? Because we have an extra person
joining us for breakfast.” And only now did she realize how potentially
awkward this was. Kristen was in the middle of a marital crisis and was
coming to her for sanctuary and comfort.

Presumably Kristen hadn’t yet told her children that she’d left Theo.
Maybe she didn’t intend to.

But Todd was standing right in front of her.

“Your mother is joining us,” she said carefully, and Todd gave her a
curious look.

“You told her about this place?”



“I gave her the address. I’ll tell her the rest when she arrives. I’ve had
enough of secrets.” Her own, at least. Kristen’s secrets weren’t hers to tell.
“Let’s make another pot of coffee. Make it a large one.”

“Is my father coming, too?”

Cecilia added napkins and cutlery to the tray. “I don’t believe so0.”

She’d leave that explanation to Kristen.

In the end Kristen was so pleased to see her son she didn’t seem too
interested in his reason for being there.

“I was doing a job nearby,” was all he said, and Kristen accepted that
without question, and greeted Lily warmly.

“Does Hannah know you’re here?”

“No.” Lily exchanged glances with Todd. “But I'm going to tell her. I’'m
going to message her soon. I should have done it before now.”

Cecilia braced herself. “And this is Seth, an old friend.”

She held her breath as Seth shook hands with her daughter.

Kristen looked more than a little dazed. “You have quite a little
gathering.” She looked uncertainly at her mother and Cecilia walked toward
her and gave her a hug. Not a perfunctory polite hug between two relatives,
but a tight, comforting hug.

She wondered if Kristen might push her away, but she didn’t. Instead she
hugged Cecilia back, almost clinging to her.

When had they last hugged like this? When had they ever hugged like
this?

“It’s good to see you.” Kristen sniffed and stepped back. “Thank you for
allowing me to come.”

“I’m glad you’re here.” Cecilia had to keep her own emotions in check.
She released her daughter and took a closer look at her face.

Kristen gave a crooked smile and tried to smooth her hair. “I’m sure I
look terrible.”

“No, but you do look tired.” And she could feel the misery coming off
her in waves. “I’m worried about you. Come and sit down. You’re just in
time for breakfast.”

If Kristen was delighted to have left Theo, it didn’t show. Her eyes were
shadowed, and she looked exhausted.

“Is Dad joining you, Mom?” Todd picked up Kristen’s suitcases.

“No. He has to work. I’'m having a few days to myself.”



And that was what parents did, Cecilia thought. They hid their pain from
their children. Protected them. But maybe there came a point where it was
better to share than to shut them out. A time when it was better to tell the
truth.

Kristen forced a smile. “Is there somewhere I can freshen up?”

“Of course. Let me show you around before we eat.” Cecilia gestured to
the front door of the cottage but Kristen stopped and stared at the name,
freshly painted by Lily on a piece of wood fashioned by Todd.

“Dune Cottage,” she said slowly. “This is the place you used to come to
with Dad. When Winston and I were little. You spent weekends here.”

Cecilia was taken aback. “You know about this place?”

“Not specifics. You were always secretive about it, which made me all
the more curious. Whenever I asked Dad where you’d been, he’d always
say ‘paradise.” He said that you stayed in a cottage that perched on the edge
of the dunes, with nothing but sand between you and the ocean. He told me
that each bedroom had a balcony.” She glanced upward, to the balconies
and the shingled roof. “I assumed it was somewhere you rented. You own
it?”

Cecilia realized how much she had to share with her daughter. “I thought
your father had sold it long ago. I only found out recently that he hadn’t.”

Cecilia gave her a summary of everything that had happened and Kristen
shook her head, confused.

“Why would he pretend he’d sold it?”

“Because he knew I wanted him to sell it.”

Kristen didn’t ask for her reasons for that. “But he kept it.”

“Yes. It was a shock to discover that.” She expected Kristen to defend her
father as she always did and was surprised when her daughter took her
hand.

“I don’t understand any of it, but it doesn’t matter.” Kristen squeezed her
hand and let go. “So, you’ve been renovating?”

“That was Todd and Lily’s idea. I found it hard being here. They thought
that a makeover might get rid of the memories.” The moment the words left
her lips she knew she’d misspoken. “I’m sorry—I know you find it difficult
that [~

“No, don’t apologize.” Kristen touched Cecilia’s arm. “Whatever you
need to do is fine with me. I feel bad that I didn’t know. That you felt you



couldn’t tell me. I should have talked to you more and been more
understanding.”

This was a humbler, softer version of Kristen. It was as if this seismic
event in her marriage had shaken the foundations of who she was and made
her question everything.

They stepped inside and Kristen glanced around her.

“This is a beautiful room. Those shelves. I recognize Todd’s work.” She
scanned the space and then stopped, her gaze fixed on the painting. “The
Girl on the Shore.” She said it quietly, as if she was talking to herself. Then
she moved toward it and examined it closely. “This is it. This is the painting
everyone has been asking about.”

Cecilia stood quietly. This moment had been inevitable of course. And
now it was here, the sense of dread left her, and she felt only relief. She
wouldn’t be able to move on until the whole of the past was cleaned up and
this was the last remaining piece.

“Yes. It’s The Girl on the Shore.”

Kristen turned to look at her, questions in her eyes. “The day of the party
—you said you thought it had been destroyed long ago.”

“I did think that. I thought your father had destroyed it. He was supposed
to.”

“But why would he? It’s stunning.” Kristen studied the painting. She
appeared to have forgotten that she’d intended to freshen up. She’d
forgotten that she was tired, and sad. She appeared to have forgotten about
Theo. It was all about the painting. “The brushwork. The use of color and
light. It’s extraordinary.” She pressed her hand to her chest as if she was
having trouble breathing. “All these years, it was here?”

“Apparently so.”

Kristen rubbed her hands over her arms and turned back to Cecilia.

“When you discovered it, why didn’t you call me? Do you have any idea
of the value? People have been asking.”

“You mean Jeff,” Cecilia said flatly. “Jeff has been asking.”

Kristen’s eyes widened and streaks of pink touched her cheeks. “What do
you know about Jeff?”

“I know he has an extraordinary interest in this particular painting.”

“Is that surprising? Its value must be huge.”

“That isn’t why he’s interested. And no one outside this family is ever to
know the painting is here, particularly not Jeff.”



Kristen shook her head, trying to clear it. “You have so many of Dad’s
paintings that you display openly. What’s different about this one? If it’s
from early in his career, then it has both interest and value. Why wouldn’t
you want to share that with the world?”

Cecilia stared at the painting. She didn’t know where to start.

“I think I can answer that question.” Seth spoke quietly. “The reason your
mother doesn’t want this painting out in the world is because it wasn’t
painted by your father. It isn’t a Cameron Lapthorne.”

Kristen glanced at him with a frown. “Of course it is. Granted, it isn’t his
usual style, but it’s an early work.” She pointed to the initials. “CL.”

Cecilia felt Seth’s arm settle around her shoulders.

“In this case CL isn’t Cameron Lapthorne.”

“But—"

“It’s Cecilia Lapthorne,” Seth said. “The Girl on the Shore wasn’t painted
by your father. It was painted by your mother.”
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We never intended to deceive anyone,” Cecilia said. “We were young.

There was a competition locally. One of the galleries invited local artists to
display one work in a summer exhibition.”

“This was the exhibition where Dad was discovered?” Kristen ignored
the pastry that Todd had put in front of her. “Are you saying Dad submitted
The Girl on the Shore? That doesn’t make sense. He must have had
paintings of his own. Why submit yours?”

She’d taken a shower and changed into a cool linen dress. She felt tired,
but slightly more human than she had when she’d arrived. And she was too
captivated by the story unfolding to think about her own feelings right now.
The questions were stacking up in her head. She wanted to know why Lily
was here. She wanted to know what was happening between her and Todd
(she’d seen the way their fingers had brushed and the way they looked at
each other), and she wanted to know more about Seth.

But first she needed to know more about this painting and the secrets her
parents had been keeping.

How was it that the people closest to you were sometimes the ones it
turned out you knew least about?

“He didn’t submit it,” her mother said. “I did. And there was a mix-up.
The initials were CL. The gallery thought it was Cameron’s. It was a big
exhibition. They were dealing with a large number of paintings.”

Kristen was struggling to absorb it. “But when they made the mistake,
why didn’t you correct them?”

“We didn’t know about it. We dropped off the paintings and went back to
doing what we were doing, which was mostly painting and doing up Dune



Cottage, which had been sadly neglected. We went back to the gallery two
weeks later for the opening night of the exhibition, and the award
presentation and that was when they announced Cameron as the winner.
When we realized which painting had won, we were completely thrown.
We didn’t know what to do, and there was no opportunity for reflection.
There were photographers and people wanting to interview him and see
more of his work—it was crazy. Impossible to describe.” Cecilia shook her
head. “Suddenly he was the focus of all this fuss and attention and we
couldn’t find the right time to tell them that it wasn’t his painting. It would
have created so much complication. You’re probably thinking it would have
been easy to just tell them they’d made a mistake, but at the time it didn’t
feel easy. We were trapped in the moment. I don’t expect anyone to
understand.”

“I understand,” Todd said. “Sometimes circumstances force you to make
an on-the-spot decision that you later regret. It happens.”

Kristen glanced at her son. Was he talking about his engagement to
Amelie? They’d get to that later. Right now, her focus was her mother.

“Exactly.” Cecilia sent Todd a look of gratitude. “Anyway, the whole
thing spiraled. An important gallery owner from Boston asked to see more
of his paintings, so Cameron showed him his work. It took off from there.”

Kristen thought about The Girl on the Shore. “But his work was so
different from yours. They didn’t question it?”

“Cameron was experimenting a great deal back then. Style and medium.
There were oils, pastels, watercolors, charcoal—he painted and drew
nonstop and at that stage the style that everyone would later recognize as
his, hadn’t fully developed.”

It was an extraordinary story, and one that impacted on more than just her
father.

“But it was your painting.” Kristen was struggling to incorporate this
new information into everything she’d always believed. She knew that her
father had been discovered by an influential gallery owner—she didn’t
know that it was her mother’s painting that had been the reason for that
initial interest. Why hadn’t he ever told her that? She’d thought they were
close. She’d thought she knew him well. Evidently not. And she also hadn’t
really known her mother. “It could have been you. It should have been you.
This is awful. I never knew. It must have been hard for you.”



“It was difficult for both of us. Cameron was insecure about his work in
those early days—imposter syndrome isn’t uncommon among creative
people. And the knowledge that it was my painting that had given him his
big break nagged at him. He never felt good enough. Always felt he had to
prove himself.” Cecilia stared at the basket of pastries that Todd had placed
on the table. “That insecurity never really left him, although eventually he
learned to live alongside it.”

“But he robbed you of an opportunity.” Thinking of it made Kristen feel
terrible. She’d had no idea. Her father had never once mentioned it, even
though they’d talked all the time.

“He didn’t rob me of anything,” Cecilia said. “It was a mistake, and I
could have corrected it, but I chose not to.”

“But your career took a back seat to his.”

“That was my choice.” Cecilia twisted the ring on her finger. “I could
have focused on my own work, but I preferred to focus on his. In those
early days I still painted, but for my own pleasure. The truth is I would have
hated the attention Cameron had to deal with, and also the pressure. I
enjoyed being engaged with his career.”

“Dad must have felt guilty though.”

“He did. He needed constant validation. Constant confirmation that he
was as good as people said he was. And he was aware of that.” Cecilia
paused. “He used that as the excuse for the affair he had.”

Her father had an affair? Who was this man? Not the person she’d
thought, clearly.

Kristen sat in silence while her mother told her all of it. The cottage. The
woman who had been with her father. The subsequent pressure on their
relationship.

And she felt guilty because she remembered how distraught she’d been
when her parents had separated, and how difficult. She’d punished her
mother when she hadn’t deserved it.

Emotions sat like a hard stone in her chest. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it wasn’t your burden to carry. Parents don’t always reveal
every aspect of their relationship to their children.”

Kristen thought about the fact she hadn’t yet told Todd the truth about her
reason for being here.

“But if I’d understood—"



“You were a child, Kristen. A child can’t possibly understand the nuances
of adult relationships. And it was easier not to tell people. Easier to recover
from it, and we did recover. We had many good years after that. Many.”
Cecilia smiled. “A marriage can hit a rocky patch, but survive. It depends
on whether what you have is strong enough to be saved. In the end, I
wanted to save it. And so did your father. We never regretted that.”

Something about her mother’s tone and the look in her eyes made her
wonder if the words were meant for Kristen.

Kristen thought about Theo. About their marriage. They’d definitely hit a
rocky patch. Could their marriage be saved? Did she want that? Did Theo
want that?

It all felt too much to deal with right now.

“What happened to The Girl on the Shore after that competition?”

“We refused to sell it to anyone. We wanted the mix-up to end right there,
so we took it back to the cottage. We agreed that we would never mention it
again and never again show the picture. Cameron already had more
attention than he could handle, and everyone seemed to have forgotten
about that particular painting. And for a while it was fine. No one ever
asked about it, and moving forward, everything was Cameron’s work. All
The Girl on the Shore really did was open a door. After a while we barely
ever thought about that painting. We certainly never imagined that anyone
else would remember it.”

“But Jeff knows about it. How?”

“I’m not sure, but Jeff’s father was at that first exhibition. He was an art
critic with an interest in emerging artists. He saw The Girl on the Shore and
from then on took a close interest in Cameron’s career. He saw that his
subsequent work was different, and he had his suspicions. We had an
answer for that of course. We said that Cameron had grown—matured. That
his style had changed. And all that was true. But Jeff’s father raised it from
time to time. He was sure it was someone else’s painting.”

Kristen pushed her plate away. She no longer felt like eating.

“And he told Jeff. So when Jeff asked me about it, he was basically
digging for dirt.” She felt a sense of hurt and betrayal. She also felt foolish.
She’d fallen for his charm. She’d believed that his interest in her was
genuine. It hadn’t occurred to her for a moment that he was using her. She
thought about the attention he’d paid her. The interest he’d shown.

She’d mistaken interrogation for intimacy.



How far would he have gone? Would he have slept with her to get the
answers he’d been seeking? Maybe. And she’d been so lonely, so desperate
for human connection that she wouldn’t ever have thought to question his
motives.

“Jeff can’t know for sure,” Cecilia said. “And neither did his father.
Whenever he asked, we said that the painting had been damaged years
before and no longer existed. And because Jeff’s father would never let the
subject go, we agreed we would destroy it. Cameron assured me that he
had. When you told me on the night of the party that someone was asking
about it, I panicked.”

“That was one of the reasons you left in such a hurry?”

“Yes. I’d recently found out that Cameron hadn’t sold this place. I no
longer trusted that he’d destroyed the painting. Given that Jeff was asking
about it, I needed to find out for myself.”

Kristen shook her head. “And he hadn’t.”

“No. And I don’t understand why. That part is still a mystery, and always
will be.”

“I don’t think it’s a mystery,” Todd said. “The painting is yours. He loved
you and he loved the painting. Why else would he have kept it hanging here
in pride of place? He didn’t want to destroy it. He couldn’t bring himself to
do it. It meant something to him. To both of you.”

“Todd’s right,” Kristen said. “Dad was sentimental. Think about his
office—every surface is covered in family photos and bits and pieces that
the two of you picked up on your travels. He would never have destroyed
anything as beautiful and important as that painting. And I'm glad he didn’t.
It’s precious, Mom, not just because it plays a part in your history but
because it’s a wonderful painting.”

“There’s one thing I don’t understand.” Todd leaned forward. “Why is
this Jeff person so interested? Why does it even matter? It’s not as if you
sold it and passed it off as an original Cameron Lapthorne. No crime was
committed.”

“That’s true,” Cecilia said, “but if the story had come out it would have
damaged your grandfather’s reputation. His integrity. It still would.”

Todd reached for the coffeepot and poured it into mugs. “But even if he
saw the painting, which he won’t, he has no way of proving Grandpa didn’t
paint it.”



“Not for sure, no. I’m the only person who knows the truth. And now you
do, too, of course.” Cecilia felt a flicker of anxiety. “I should probably do
what Cameron was supposed to do and destroy the painting. That would put
an end to it.”

“No!” Lily half rose to her feet. “You can’t do that. And everything you
say makes sense—that it never had any real impact on Cameron’s career.
That part of its history isn’t important. It’s done and in the past. But the
painting is special.”

“I agree. It would be criminal to destroy it.” Kristen finally voiced her
thoughts. She had so many questions she wanted to ask, but one stood out.
“Why didn’t you paint more yourself? You clearly had a future if you’d
wanted one. Your work was the one they picked as the winner of that
exhibition.”

“Art isn’t only about painting, as I suspect Lily has discovered over the
past week.” Cecilia smiled at Lily. “There are many ways of expressing
yourself creatively. When we bought Lapthorne Manor, I started
experimenting with the gardens and treated the land around the house as my
canvas. I found it more thrilling than painting because it changed
constantly. I designed those gardens from scratch, and I had as much
satisfaction from planting the borders as I ever did painting a canvas. More,
in fact because the garden was alive. Living art. I was able to watch it
change with the seasons and the years.”

“The gardens are spectacular.” She hadn’t ever thought of them as art.
But they were, of course, she could see that now.

And she realized how much she had to learn about her mother. She’d
made so many assumptions, and so many of them had been false. And
perhaps the biggest assumption was that her mother didn’t care about her.

Her mother cared deeply, which was one of the reasons she’d kept so
much of this from her. But Kristen wished she’d known. Maybe it would
have been painful to hear the truth, but she would rather that than not
having the full picture.

She glanced across the table at her son, and decided that she was going to
be honest with him about the situation with Theo. And she was going to call
Hannah. She was going to try and help them to understand but not today,
because she needed to rest and make the most of this time with her mother.

She’d called her mother out of desperation, never expecting to be offered
comfort or sanctuary and yet here she was being given both. Another



example of life taking an unexpected direction.

Her marriage might be imploding, but there were other relationships that
were important to her. Other relationships that she needed to nurture.

Her mother smiled at her across the table and Kristen smiled back.

The past was behind them, and it was up to them to mold the future. The
potential for a good relationship was right there in front of them.

All they had to do was take it.
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We should have made this bed wider.” Lily was conscious that Todd’s

elbow was jamming into the wall. It wasn’t the best sleeping arrangement
for him. His shoulders were too broad and his legs too long, but somehow
he’d managed to fold himself around her. “We planned this room for
grandchildren.”

“I am a grandchild.”

She laughed and buried her face in his chest to muffle the sound. “You’re
about six feet longer than the version we were thinking of when we
designed it.”

“If we snuggle close together it’s positively roomy.” Todd shifted and
pulled her against him. “This could fast become my first choice of sleeping
position.”

“Me, too.” She curved her arm around him and found that her head fitted
perfectly against the muscle of his shoulder. “What a day.”

“I know. I still haven’t got my head around the fact Nanna painted The
Girl on the Shore.”

“I’m the same.” But it all made sense now. The reason Cecilia had
smashed all the paintings but that one. It hadn’t been painted by Cameron.
The final piece of the puzzle had fallen into place. “I’'m so tired but I don’t
want to sleep. This is the happiest I can ever remember being and I don’t
want to waste a moment of it.”

She still couldn’t believe that she was with Todd. She couldn’t stop
smiling. She’d smiled so much over the past few days that the muscles in
her face should have been tired.



He kissed the top of her head. “Sleep. I promise I can make you happy in
the morning, too.”

But she knew she wouldn’t sleep. She fought her way through the wisps
of tiredness that tried to wrap themselves around her brain.

“Have you ever wanted to hold on to a moment because it’s perfect?”

“Not until I met you.” He murmured the words against her mouth. “But
we don’t need to hold on to this moment, because we have a million more
moments just like this one ahead of us.”

“Cecilia was pleased with the cottage, wasn’t she?”

“Yes. It was worth the muscle aches, and the blisters and the lack of
sleep. Of course you were partly responsible for the lack of sleep.”

She smiled against his lips. “I’m not going to apologize. Do you think
she’ll still sell it?”

He eased away just enough so that he could look at her. “I don’t know. I
think we wiped away those memories, but maybe this place just isn’t the
life she wants.”

“You mean because she and Seth are—"

“Together. Yes. Maybe it’s time she swapped her old life for a new one.
That’s what she has basically done this summer.”

“Like me.” Lily stroked her hand over his shoulder and down his arm and
wondered if the day would ever come when she didn’t want to touch him.
“Do you think your mom is okay with her being with Seth?”

“I hope so. She should be.” He caught her hand in his and kissed the tips
of her fingers. “In the end it’s no one’s business except Nanna’s. It’s her
life. People should be allowed to make their own choices, and the people
around them have to learn to accept it whatever their personal views.”

“On that subject, I have something to say.”

“You have?” He stilled. “It sounds as if you’re about to say something
profound. Is this the sort of conversation where we should both be sitting
upright so I can give you my interested and supportive look?”

“If you sit up you’ll probably bang your head. I’'m fine with the lying
down version.” No one had ever been as supportive of her as he was. He
didn’t encourage her to be the person he wanted her to be. He encouraged
her to be herself.

“Then tell me.” He stroked her hair away from her face. “Whatever it is,
I’'m right there with you, you know that. I’m in your corner.”

It was having him in her corner that had made the difference.



“This last week has been the best of my life. I know I’ve already said
that, but I’'m saying it again because it’s true. And it’s not just because of
you, although a lot of it is.”

“Go on. My ego is loving this.”

“I loved transforming this place. And I learned a lot. It isn’t just about
how a place looks, is it? It’s about how it makes you feel. And every single
room is different. It’s like starting a new canvas.” She expected him to tease
her for her enthusiasm, but he didn’t.

“You’re good at it. And I could see how much you enjoyed it.”

“It’s the first time in my life I’ve felt comfortable with the work I’ve
done. No anxiety. No pressure. Just a sense of satisfaction and the
confidence that I can do it.” It was a revelation that she could feel that way.
All her life she’d felt as if she was a breath away from failing. She’d
thought that the feeling of pressure, the anxiety that almost smothered her in
the early hours of the morning, was part of who she was. She’d thought it
was something she’d have to learn to live with, to manage, but now she
understood that wasn’t true. That feeling had gone. “Do you know how
good it feels to do something that you love? Yes, you do, because you’re
doing something you love, too.”

“I can see from your face how good that feels.” He stroked her cheek
with his fingers. “I always said you were meant to be an artist. And Seth
seems to think that it might be possible for you to go down a more
traditional route.”

“Whatever Seth says, I still don’t believe I’'ll make a living from my art.
But that doesn’t matter. What matters is that I can see now that this life, or
some version of it, is possible for me.”

“Time will show us whether Seth was right, and in the meantime I can
tell you that you will make a living using your artistic skills to decorate
people’s houses. And on that subject, I have a proposition to make. Set up
in business with me. You can split your time between art and house
renovation.”

She sat up because she couldn’t concentrate when she was lying this
close to him. “Are you serious?”

“Yes. I’m thinking of basing myself here, on the Cape, as we both love it.
What do you think?”

“Are you inviting me to join you?”



“Yes. It’s a big decision, I know. You probably need time to think about
it.”

She smiled. “T’ve thought about it. My answer is yes.”

“Yes?”

“Absolutely yes.”

“What about your parents?”

Her parents.

Her excitement dimmed just a little, but nowhere near as much as it
would have done a few weeks earlier.

“I hope they’ll accept that this is what I want to do. I love them, and I
want them to be proud of me, but I realize now that I can’t make that
happen.” She shifted so she could look at him properly. “Talking of parents,
how are you feeling about your mother being here?”

“You mean without my father?” He sighed and eased away a little. “It
was unexpected, that’s for sure. But I’m trying to roll with it.”

“Was it awkward me being here?” It occurred to her that he probably
hadn’t intended to go public so quickly.

“I suspect it’s more awkward for her. She wasn’t expecting me to be here.
Extra awkward because it sounds as if my parents are splitting up. She
probably didn’t intend for me to know yet.”

She felt a shaft of sympathy. “I’'m sorry.”

“Me, too. It feels destabilizing, which is insane, I know, because I’'m an
adult.”

“Being an adult doesn’t stop you feeling unsettled by it. Did you know
they were having problems?”

“No, but that’s probably because I wasn’t looking.” He stared up at the
slope of the ceiling. “My dad was never around that much when I was
growing up. He was always at the hospital. Mum was busy working for my
grandfather. I suppose I always assumed that their life worked for them.”

“Maybe they’re just going through a bumpy patch. Maybe they’ll figure
it out.”

“Maybe. Although she left in the middle of the night, so that’s not a good
sign, is it?” He pulled her closer. “I’d like them to figure out whatever has
gone wrong, obviously, but I suppose in the end all I want is for them to be
happy. If they can’t be happy together, they’re better off apart. And I need
to get my head round that. The truth is I feel sorry for anyone who doesn’t
have what we have.” He leaned down and kissed her and she thought again



that happiness wasn’t always easy to find, but when you did the important
thing was to hang on to it.

“Me, too. I don’t want our time here to end, but if Cecilia decides to sell
then we won’t be able to stay here.”

“If we can’t live here, we’ll live somewhere else. Together. And it will be
just as good.” He kissed her gently. “What will your parents say? Will they
disapprove?”

“They’ll love you, Todd.” And if they didn’t, it would make no difference
to her choices because she loved Todd and wouldn’t give him up for
anyone.

And suddenly she made a decision.

She needed to do this. Now. Before she changed her mind.

“What time is it?” She reached for her phone, which she’d left on the
floor. “It’s only eleven. That’s not too late.”

“Too late for what?” He raised himself on his elbow, watching as she
tugged on her clothes. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to call my parents.” She zipped her jeans and pulled on a
sweatshirt. “I'm feeling sure of myself and confident and I need to make
this call while I'm feeling this way.”

“Isn’t it a little late for a chat? They won’t be asleep?”

“No. My parents are never in bed before midnight. And I’m not calling
for a chat. I’m calling them to let them know my plans. After that, it’s all up
to them.” She slid her feet into her flip-flops. “Wait there.”

“I’ll come with you for moral support.”

She smiled and bent to kiss him. “I’m grateful to you for offering, but no.
This is something I need to do by myself. I need to know I can. I need to be
okay with it. And you’ve already given me moral support. That’s the reason
I know I can do this.”

He stared into her eyes for a moment and then nodded. “All right. But as
it’s eleven, you don’t mind if I watch from a distance to check you’re okay.
You never know what’s out there. Giant lobsters. Sharks.”

“I’m just going to the edge of the beach, that’s all. Far enough so that I
don’t wake everyone up. I’ll be out of reach of lobsters and sharks.”

“Fine, but I’ll wait for you on the porch anyway, just to be safe.”

He dressed quickly and together they crept downstairs.

Leaving Todd on the porch, Lily walked almost to the water’s edge, far
from listening ears.



For the first time ever, she didn’t feel nervous about the call she was
about to make. She knew what she wanted, and she knew what she had to
say.

She couldn’t spend her life trying to be the person other people wanted
her to be. It was exhausting and it made her miserable. She needed to live
the life that felt right for her.

She’d been trying to work out how to fix the problem with her parents,
but talking to Todd had made her finally realize that it wasn’t her problem
to fix. It was theirs. They were the only ones who could change the way
things were.

She pressed the button on her phone and waited until someone answered.

“Dad? It’s me.”
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Cecilia

11
Florence?” Kristen paused and anchored her hair against the breeze as

she studied her mother. “You’re going to spend the winter in Florence?”

Above them the sky was a perfect azure, shot through with tiny wispy
clouds. The sea sparkled in the sunlight, the surface calm and still.

“And Rome. Seth does it every winter. He rents somewhere and lives like
an Italian for a few months. It sounds perfect.”

“Has he always done that?”

“Since his wife died. He told me that trying to live the life they’d lived
together was too painful, like stumbling along being only half of yourself.
So he built a new life. One that wasn’t full of things he’d once done with
Sonya. His journey inspired me. And it gave me some of the answers I'd
been looking for in my own life. This past year I feel as if I’ve been frozen
in time. I had no idea how to move on.”

“I wish you’d told me.” Kristen looked tired, and it was obvious from her
face that she hadn’t slept well. “But that was my fault. I didn’t make it easy.
I should have asked. I wish I had.”

“And I wish I’d asked you about Theo.” The words needed to be said, but
life was too short for regrets and guilt, she knew that now. Regrets were
useful only when they provided a springboard for change. “Both of us were
struggling. Let’s agree to forgive ourselves, and each other, and move on.”

“Yes.” Kristen looked startled by that suggestion and then relieved, as if
that option hadn’t occurred to her. “I’m still adjusting to the fact that my
father wasn’t the man I thought he was.”

“He was.” Cecilia slipped her arm into her daughter’s, and they strolled
along the beach. “He was all the things you thought he was. But he was also



human. He made mistakes and bad choices, as we all do. I think loving a
person means accepting all of them, even the parts you wouldn’t choose.”

“I think you’re an impressive woman,” Kristen said. “You always have
been. It’s just that I never really thought about it. It was just who you were.
You get on with things, no matter how hard. You find a way through.
You’re an inspiration. Dad was lucky to have you, but he obviously knew
that.”

“Thank you.” Of all the things Kristen had ever said to her, this touched
her the most.

“Still, it’s a lot to take in. But I will. Life doesn’t stand still, does it? As
you say, we have to move on.” Kristen glanced over her shoulder to Dune
Cottage. “What’s next for you, Mom?”

“I’m following Seth’s example and changing things.” She paused, unsure
how her daughter would react to her next piece of news. “I’m going to sell
Lapthorne Manor, Kristen. It’s too big for me, and it’s part of my old life,
not my new life. When I’m there I can’t seem to envisage any life other
than the one I lived with your father.”

“But what about your beloved gardens?”

“The gardens have been my life’s work, but I’m happy to hand them on
to someone else to enjoy. It’s time.”

Kristen stopped walking. “Where will you live? Here on the Cape? At
Dune Cottage?”

“I haven’t decided. Not Dune Cottage, although I have some ideas as to
what I might do with that. I’'m probably going to stay with Seth until winter
and help him out in the gallery. Like him, I enjoy supporting new artists. It
would make an interesting project for me. And when the season is finished,
I’ll travel with him. After that—well I’ll see how I feel.” She was already
excited about the possibilities. “Todd gave me a planner for my birthday,
and I’ve already started to fill it with things I want to do. We’re going to
visit galleries and gardens, drink good red wine and strong espresso. I’'m
going to improve my Italian. And we’re going to talk and enjoy each other’s
company.” Cecilia hoped it hadn’t been a mistake to tell her daughter so
soon. “Are you upset that I intend to sell the family home?”

“No. I’'m a little surprised, that’s all.” Kristen pulled on the sweater she’d
looped around her shoulders. It was early morning, and they had the beach
to themselves. “It’s a lot to take in. This place. The truth about Dad.
Meeting Seth. Todd and Lily. I feel as if my world has totally changed.”



“Todd and Lily.” Just thinking about them made her want to smile. “How
do you feel about that development?”

“I’m happy for them,” Kristen said. “I’m happy for Todd. I could never
understand why he and Amelie were together, but lately I’ve lost
confidence in my ability to be a good judge of other people’s relationships.”

She’d never seen her daughter so vulnerable and uncertain.

“I don’t think anyone can ever really understand another person’s
relationships.”

“Maybe not. I’m very fond of Lily. I always thought she was good for
Hannah. Calmed her down and kept her grounded. And Lily and Todd have
always been friendly. Whenever she came round to the house, I could hear
them laughing together. She sometimes spent as much time talking to Todd
as she did Hannah. I’d say they’re perfect together. Although what do I
know?” Kristen gave a tired smile. “I never would have thought I’d leave
Theo. I’ve shocked myself.”

“I’m sure you’ve shocked him, too. But that could be a good thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sometimes, when you’ve been with someone for a long time, you stop
checking in with them. You assume you know how they feel. You stop
paying attention. I suspect Theo is guilty of that.” She felt a flash of
sympathy for Theo, but more for her daughter. She knew how it felt to be
with a partner whose work dominated everything.

Kristen stared out across the ocean. “Part of me feels guilty for feeling
this way because I knew who Theo was when I married him.”

“You mean his commitment to his job?” She didn’t know the details of
course, but she wanted her daughter to know she could talk to her. “What
changed, honey?”

“I think I changed.” Kristen slipped off her flip-flops and curled her toes
into the soft sand. “It isn’t really about his working hours, although that
contributes because it reduces the amount of time that he’s physically
present. It’s more that he doesn’t see me. Or hear me. Even when he’s there
physically, he isn’t there emotionally.” She stopped and picked up her flip-
flops. “I suppose when the kids were young, and even when they were at
college, I was always busy, too. I didn’t question my life. But after we lost
Dad—well, lately I’ve been feeling pretty lonely. Even when Theo is in the
house I’m lonely because he just doesn’t seem to be tuned in to how I’'m
feeling. He assumes I’'m fine all the time. I suppose that’s why I was so



receptive to Jeff. He listened. He was interested in me.” She pulled a face.
“Except he wasn’t, was he? And it hurts to admit that he wasn’t interested
in me at all. I’'m such a fool.”

“Trusting someone doesn’t make you foolish.” Cecilia felt something tug
inside her. “Did you love him, honey? Are you brokenhearted?”

“The only thing that is broken is my pride.” Kristen stared across the
water. “I didn’t love him, but I loved the way he made me feel. For a while I
wasn’t lonely. I suppose I used him as much as he used me. Maybe that’s
why I don’t feel worse about it.”

Cecilia couldn’t help feeling relieved that Jeff didn’t seem to have made
a dent in her daughter’s heart. “I know something about feeling lonely. I
wish we’d had this talk a long time ago. I blame myself for that.”

“Don’t. I didn’t find it easy to talk about it. I didn’t even talk about it
with Theo, not properly, until something exploded inside me.” Kristen bent
down and retrieved a shell from the sand. “After Dad died, I felt so lost. His
death left a big gaping hole in my life. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t
know how to be without him. I felt horrible, and I wanted to fix that
because that’s what I do when there’s a problem. I find a solution. But there
wasn’t a solution to this. I couldn’t fix it, and no one understood how I felt.
Theo couldn’t see how broken I was. How lost. Small resentments that I
would have shrugged off in other circumstances, turned into mountains. I
couldn’t see past them.”

Cecilia felt a shaft of sympathy. “It has been a difficult time.”

“Yes.” Kristen was silent for a moment. “I’m pleased about you and Seth,
Mom.”

Cecilia turned to look at her daughter. “Are you?”

“Yes. It’s so hard to find someone you trust and love in this world. You
deserve happiness. I’m glad you’ve found it. And I like Seth.”

Cecilia was surprised. The last thing she’d expected was a vote of
approval from her daughter. “I was afraid you’d think it was too soon.”

“Too soon to find happiness again? It could never be too soon for that.”

Cecilia felt a rush of warmth. She hadn’t realized how much Kristen’s
approval and support would mean to her.

“Thank you.”

“For what? For accepting what you want? The life you choose? I should
have done that sooner. I’'m sorry, Mom. I’m sorry for all the times I blamed
you for the problems between you and Dad. I feel terrible about it.”



“Don’t feel terrible. I could have talked to you about it. Not at the time,
perhaps, but when you were older. I should have tried harder to bridge that
gap.”

“When you left the party so suddenly, I thought maybe I was the reason.
That you wanted to get away from me.”

“Kristen! No. I was in a terrible state that day. Panicking about the
painting, and the cottage. Confused about my life. It wasn’t you, it was the
party. The thought of standing up in front of all those people was just too
much.”

“And I should have seen that. I should have closed the door on everyone
and talked to you about it instead of running around with my to-do list in
my hand, ticking off jobs.”

“I love you, Kristen.” It seemed important to say the words. “I’ve been
bad at communicating it, but I do love you.”

“I love you, too.” Kristen sounded wistful. “Are we too old for things to
be different?”

“I’m about to embark on a new life with a man who is a grandfather, so
no, I think I can say with confidence that it is never too late to build on a
relationship. And maybe with age and experience we’ll do better.”

“I hope so. I intend to.” She paused. “Are you going to tell Winston all
this?”

“Definitely. No more secrets. I plan on calling him when we get back
from our walk. I’m hoping he might visit on the weekend.” Cecilia gave
some thought to her daughter’s situation. “What are your plans? Where are
you going to live? Or are you going to ask Theo to leave?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t exactly plan any of this. I didn’t give it any
thought at all. Leaving was an impulse.” They strolled closer to the water’s
edge. “But I don’t regret it. I’'m sad, but I have to accept that Theo and I
need different things. He isn’t able to give me what [ want. And I don’t
think he’s interested in trying. Maybe we’ve just grown apart. Or maybe
I’ve changed, and he hasn’t. I don’t know, and I don’t suppose it really
matters now.”

Cecilia noticed the tall male figure, hovering uncertainly at the edge of
the dunes.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” She touched her daughter’s arm. “You
have a visitor. He’s here.”

“Who is here?”



“Theo.”

“Theo?” Kristen turned her head. Her eyes widened. “No, that’s not
possible.”

“Why isn’t it possible?”

“Because he’s supposed to be working. And nothing comes between
Theo and his work. Also I didn’t tell him where I was going. How can he be
here? Why would he be here?” Kristen looked panicked.

“I assume he’s here because he wants to talk to you. And given that he’s
driven all the way here, and presumably abandoned work in order to do it,
you should probably at least listen to what he has to say.” And Cecilia
hoped with all her heart that the man would say the right thing. “Keep an
open mind, Kristen. If there is one thing I learned from all those years with
your father, it’s that a bump in the track doesn’t have to derail the train.
Whatever you decide is best for you, you have my support. But listen to
him first. Take him down to the beach. Sea air and the view always makes
things clearer somehow.”

She had a feeling that it was going to take more than a breeze and a
beach to fix the dents in her daughter’s marriage, but it was a start.
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Kristen

Kristen walked back across the sand to the cottage. She felt nervous and

on edge.

She hadn’t anticipated Theo turning up here. She didn’t know how she
felt about that. She wasn’t ready. She hadn’t thought through what she
would say when she saw him next.

She had no idea what she wanted.

She’d been so angry the night she’d left, but the heat had cooled and left
only sadness.

She wasn’t capable of hiding her feelings. She was sad, and she knew the
sadness showed. And maybe that was all right. The years they’d spent
together would have been diminished if she hadn’t felt sad. Overall, they’d
been good years.

She lifted her hand and scraped her hair back from her face. Her usually
carefully styled hair was windblown and tangled. She wasn’t wearing a
scrap of makeup. Her flip-flops were dangling from her fingers and her skirt
flapped against her legs in the breeze. Maybe this was what it came down
to. Them being their most basic selves, devoid of artifice.

“Theo.” She kept her voice steady. “What are you doing here? You’re
supposed to be working.”

“I found someone to cover for me.”

Her mouth almost fell open. He’d asked someone to cover for him? She
couldn’t think of a time when he’d done that. “Why?”

“Because I needed to see you. To talk to you.”

“How did you find me?”



“I tracked your phone. Don’t be angry. It’s the first and only time in our
marriage that I’ve done such a thing and if you want me to leave right away
then I will.”

“Why didn’t you just call and ask where I was?”

“I was afraid you wouldn’t answer. I was afraid you wouldn’t want to
speak to me.” He took a breath. “And I wouldn’t have blamed you if that
was the case.”

He seemed nervous around her. Theo, the calmest most in control person
she knew, was nervous to be talking to her. His hair was ruffled and a
couple of buttons on his shirt were undone, as if he’d dressed in a hurry and
hadn’t bother glancing in a mirror.

“You could have come after you’d finished work.”

“I was afraid that might be too late,” he said. “Seeing you was my
priority, and despite what you may think, you are my priority. Our marriage
is my priority.”

She couldn’t quite believe he’d asked someone to cover for him. It made
the hurt inside her feel a little less raw. “What did you want to say?”

He glanced at her and then at the beach. “Can we walk for a bit?”

“If that’s what you want.” She stood still and waited as he walked toward
her and then she turned and retraced her steps. There was no sign of her
mother, so presumably she was back inside the cottage.

They walked side by side in silence for a few minutes, the only people on
this stretch of sand.

Finally, he stopped. “Those things you said to me the other night—"

She wasn’t going to apologize, and she wasn’t going to take any of it
back. “I meant every word, Theo.”

“I know. I’ve had time to think about it, and everything you said was
true. I wasn’t there when Todd was born, and I should have been. I was in
the middle of a difficult surgery, and I made a bad choice. I thought I could
finish the tricky part of the operation and still get to you in time. I was
wrong. I regret it, but nowhere near as much as I regret not being there
when your father was brought into hospital...” He waited a beat, choosing
his words. “Despite what you think, it wasn’t because you weren’t my
priority. It wasn’t because I didn’t care.”

She waited, saying nothing and Theo turned to look at her.

“I never felt as if you really needed me, Kristen.”

She frowned. “Theo—"



“Let me finish, because this isn’t easy to explain.” He rubbed his fingers
across his forehead. “You’re the most competent, capable person I know.
You are perfectly in control of every aspect of your life. There is nothing
you can’t handle. Or so I thought. As I said, my default is to assume you
don’t need me.”

She stared at him. He thought she didn’t need him?

He carried on talking. “The people I deal with at work—they need me. I
do what I can to make a difference. And I can handle it because I cut out
emotions. To be an effective surgeon I have to be able to block out the
knowledge that the relatives are in the waiting room, relying on me to save
their loved one. I have to block out feelings altogether.”

“I know this, Theo. And I know you’re a gifted surgeon.” She couldn’t
stay silent on that. “I’ve always known that.”

“What I’m saying is that I learned how to switch it off and that became
second nature to me. What was harder,” he said slowly, “was being able to
switch it back on. I’d programmed to stay detached. When your father died,
you were bereft. For the first time ever you seemed to need me, and I had
no idea how to comfort you. I had no idea how to fix it for you. I have
never felt so useless. The one time you desperately needed me, and I was
failing. It wasn’t that I didn’t care, Kristen. It was never that I didn’t care. I
cared deeply, and that was the problem.” He put his hands on her shoulders
and turned her to face him. “You said that I seem to be able to handle
everyone’s emotions except yours, and that’s true. But that isn’t because
you’re not important to me. It’s the opposite. I can handle other people’s
pain because I can detach myself emotionally. Even with Michael, when he
was miserable about his marriage, I was able to maintain a degree of
emotional detachment. That’s second nature. But with you? I’ve never been
able to detach, and when your father died—your lowest moment—I was left
trying to deal with emotions I had no idea how to handle, both my own and
yours.”

She looked into his eyes and what she saw there made her heart turn over.

His hands tightened on her shoulders. “You are the person I love most in
the whole world. The person I care most about. I love the kids, obviously,
but it begins with you. My whole job is to help people, that’s what I do, but
after your father died—" he swallowed “—do you know how it feels to not
be able to help the one person you want to help? I felt impotent watching



you grieve. Helpless. I had no idea what to do or say to make it better. I had
no idea how to comfort you. I had no idea how to fix things.”

She didn’t know what to say so she let him talk.

“Despite my job, I had no experience dealing with grief,” he said. “I
break bad news and then I’m out of there, leaving someone else to handle
the fallout. It wasn’t until we lost Michael that I had some understanding of
how it felt to lose someone you love. It made me realize that no one can
make the pain go away. You can’t rush a grieving person to surgery and fix
it. The best you can do is be there for them, as you were for me. I’d wake
up in the night and you’d be there beside me holding my hand. And when I
was sad, you’d rub my shoulders and bring me a cup of coffee. It wasn’t
what you said. It was just the fact that you were there, and you made sure
that I knew you were there.” He paused. “You taught me that support
doesn’t always mean fixing things. Sometimes it means just staying close to
someone and supporting them through all the bad things that they’re
feeling. I wish I’d known that sooner.”

She felt her own throat thicken.

“Theo—"

“I’m not good at that, so I focus on what I am good at. You said I need
the applause and the limelight, but that isn’t true. What I need is to feel that
I’m making a difference. That my contribution matters. That’s why I work
more than I should. Because I feel I’'m making a difference. But somehow,
with you, I didn’t feel I could help. I should have sat down and talked to
you. I should have asked you what you needed, what I could do. You were
so busy all the time, so full on, I assumed you were fine. And that’s no
excuse,” he said quickly. “Those things you said to me were hard to listen
to, but the hardest thing was hearing you say you’d forgotten how it felt to
be happy. That for a short time another man had made you happy.”

“I didn’t have an affair, Theo.”

“I believe you. It doesn’t matter anyway. I’m not losing us and what we
have over that. I don’t care. I only care about the fact that being with me
wasn’t making you happy. Of everything you said, those were the words
that hit hardest.” His hands tightened on her shoulders. “I didn’t go to bed
that night. I sat on the bottom stair where you’d been sitting when I came
home, and I thought back over our marriage. You said I’d chosen my life
and my priorities, but Krissy you’re my priority. Nothing is more important
to me than your happiness. And if you’ll give me another chance, I’ll prove



it to you. I can’t ever make up for not being by your side in the hospital the
night your father died, and not being there for you afterward in the way that
you needed, but if you’ll give me another chance I swear I will be there for
you from this point on.”

She heard the love and sincerity in his voice and knew that he meant
what he was saying.

But that didn’t mean she believed he could do it.

On the other hand, he’d delegated work to someone else and driven out
here to talk to her, so that told her something.

“We can’t change who we are, Theo.”

“Change?” He paused. “No. You’re right. We can’t change. Not
completely. This is who I am. But can I do better? Yes, definitely. Can I
make you happy? I believe I can, Krissy, if you’ll give me that chance.”

She respected the fact that he wasn’t promising to change into a different
person. And she wouldn’t have wanted him to change who he was. Just the
way he acted on occasion.

And the fault wasn’t all his, she could see that now.

“You’re right that I do try and hold everything together. I’'m not good at
saying when I’m not coping.” Why hadn’t she talked to him properly,
before they’d reached the point of explosion? “I need to tell you how I'm
feeling, instead of expecting you to read my mind.”

He gave a tentative smile. “Given how bad I am at reading your mind,
that would be helpful.”

“And I need to put more things into my life.” She thought about her
mother, stepping forward into a new life so bravely. It was never too late to
change things. “I don’t know what yet. I haven’t thought that far. But I can
see that I let my life with my father consume me. It’s time to broaden my
horizons.”

“Maybe we can think that through together. Maybe it’s time we both
broadened our horizons. What do you think?”

Together.

He was asking her if they could have a second chance and she thought
about Trisha, who would have done anything to have a second chance with
Michael. And her mother, who had forgiven her father the affair and gone
on to have a long and happy marriage.

“Let’s try it,” she said finally. “Take it day by day.”

“I’m on probation?”



“Maybe. To keep you on your toes.” She smiled. “We’ll see how many
times you leave me stranded in a restaurant over the next month, and then
reassess.”

He grabbed her and hugged her tightly, muttering words into her hair that
she couldn’t quite make out. And she hugged him back, because it felt good
to be held by him without a gaping distance between them.

They stood like that for a moment, locked together, and then eventually
she pulled away.

“We should go back to the cottage. You must be tired after your drive. I’ll
make you coffee.”

“Coffee would be appreciated. What is this place, anyway?” He glanced
over his shoulder to the cottage and she smiled.

“It’s a long story. I'll tell you another time.”

Because there would be another time, she already knew that. She’d try
again, and he’d try again, because that was what people did when they
loved each other and she did love Theo and she believed that he loved her,
too.

For now, that was enough.
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Lily

The gallery was crowded, the space filled with the clink of glasses and the

hum of conversation.

“How does it feel to see your paintings hanging on the wall?” Todd
appeared by her side and handed her a glass of champagne.

“It feels surreal,” Lily said, “although there are so many paintings here, I
don’t suppose anyone will notice mine.”

She glanced across the crowd, but the two people she wanted to attend
weren’t here. Every time the door to the gallery opened her heart pumped a
little harder, but it was never them. It was foolish of her to expect it.
Definitely foolish of her to risk spoiling this once-in-a-lifetime moment by
hoping for something that was never going to happen.

“Not notice yours? Have you looked recently? There’s a crowd around
them, Lily. I’ll show you.” Todd took her hand, but she held back.

“No, that’s too embarrassing. What if someone realizes I painted them?”

“That’s the idea. You’re supposed to mingle and talk about your work.
People are interested.” He propelled her across the gallery toward the
section where her paintings were hung.

A young couple were gazing at her watercolor of the dunes at dawn.

“It would be perfect in the living room, above the fireplace,” one of them
said and the other nodded.

“I agree.”

Lily froze. It felt both uncomfortable and exhilarating to hear strangers
talking about her work.

“I love that painting, too.” Todd tugged her forward. “And this is the
artist, just in case you had any questions.”



“Todd, no.” She dug in her heels and sent the couple a look of mortified
apology. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re the artist?” The man shook her hand. “It’s good to meet you.”

They talked for a while and Lily answered their questions, aware that a
small crowd had gathered around her.

When she finally extracted herself, she glared at Todd.

“That was so awkward! Why did you do that?”

“Because I’m proud of you.” He kissed her briefly. “Better get used to
it.”

“What if they’d hated my painting?”

“I could see they loved it, but if they had hated your painting I would
have tipped my champagne over them and insisted that they leave
immediately. But they didn’t hate it. You’re a success. And talking of
success, I heard back from the couple in Truro earlier. I sent them the
photos of your wall with the hand-painted seashells. They want to
commission you to do the same in their master bedroom and are willing to
pay handsomely.”

She felt as if she was floating. “Really?”

“Yes, really. They wanted to know if you could do a flower bedroom for
their young daughter, and I said of course you could because you’re a
genius.”

She felt dazed. “A flower bedroom?”

“Daisies and sunflowers were mentioned. Let’s put it this way, it’s safe to
resign your job anytime you like. In fact, you should because you’re not
going to have time to do it after next week. We’re in business.” He was
about to kiss her again when he caught sight of someone over her shoulder.
“Wow. Have you seen my grandmother? She looks so elegant.”

Lily turned, and saw Cecilia talking to a group of people, one of whom
was Seth.

She was wearing a cream dress that fell to her ankles, with a matching
floaty jacket and silver jewelry.

She caught sight of them, excused herself and walked over to them.
“What a triumph.” She took Lily’s hands. “Has Seth told you he’s already
sold both your paintings?”

“Both of them? No.”

“He intended to. He was on his way over to you, but he keeps getting
waylaid. I can’t believe how many people that man knows. And as for you,”



she said, squeezing Lily’s hands, “congratulations. And this is just the
beginning.”

“I don’t know how to thank you.”

“You’re the one who did it. I can’t wait to see what the future holds for
you.”

Lily hadn’t known it was possible to feel this happy and excited and she
held the feeling close because she knew that whatever good times lay
ahead, there would also be bad and that you needed to celebrate life
whenever you could. And yes, she wished her parents were here, but with
Cecilia, Seth, Todd and now Kristen in her corner she felt loved and
supported.

The gallery was filling up now as more people arrived, and Lily was
pressed into a corner between a display of ceramic pots and a sculpture in
bronze, when she heard someone say her name.

She turned and there was Hannah, looking nervous and unsure.

“Hannah? What are you doing here?” Joy flooded through her and then
she reined it in. Hannah was probably here because of Cecilia, or Kristen.

“I came because I heard a great deal of buzz about a certain new artist.”

“You did?”

“Yes, she’s supposed to be a major talent.” Hannah gave an uncertain
smile. “You have a lot of supporters, Lily.”

“People have been great. Your grandmother, Seth, Todd—" She broke
off. How would Hannah feel about her relationship with Todd?

“You look different.” Hannah scanned her swiftly. “Stunning. I’m used to
seeing you in track pants and sweaters hunched over textbooks and a laptop,
and you look transformed. That red jumpsuit with your dark hair—you look
like an artist. Which is what you have always been of course, it’s just that I
didn’t want to see it.” She hesitated. “I don’t know what to say, so I’m just
going to say I’m sorry. I'm sorry I didn’t listen. I’'m sorry I wasn’t a better
friend to you when you were feeling so down. I have missed you so, so
much—you have no idea. If you’ll forgive me, I promise to do better. But
maybe you can’t ever forgive me—oh,” she gasped as Lily grabbed her and
hugged her.

“I’ve missed you, too. I should be the one apologizing to you.” She
breathed in Hannah’s perfume and felt the strength of her hug. “I should
have tried harder to explain how I was feeling.”



“It was my fault. You were struggling and all I did was tell you you’d be
fine. I can’t believe I said that.” Hannah sniffed. “I’'m going to be a terrible
doctor.”

“You’re going to be a brilliant doctor. You were made to be a doctor.”
Lily eased away. “But I wasn’t.”

“I know. Maybe I’ve always known that, but I got so used to following a
path with you I didn’t know how to walk it alone. I was afraid to walk it
alone. I was being selfish. I didn’t want you to give it up.” Hannah gave her
a watery smile. “What kind of friend am 1?”

“A good one. The best.”

“So can we start again?”

“We don’t need to start again. We’ve been friends forever.”

Hannah blew her nose. “From now on I will always be there for you,
even when I don’t understand why you’re doing something. Even when
you’re not telling me everything. You can count on me.”

“And you can count on me. And from now on I will be telling you
everything.”

“That’s a relief, because I didn’t want to have a sister-in-law who didn’t
speak to me.”

Lily felt herself blush. “We haven’t—he hasn’t—"

“But he will. And you will.” Hannah grinned. “And quite right, too. It
should have happened long before now. But better late than never, and all
that. And now we’ve got all the emotion out of the way and everything is
right with the world again, where’s the food?”

Lily couldn’t resist teasing her. “I thought you came to see my
paintings?”

“I’ve put in two all-nighters and I can’t remember when I last ate. If I
don’t eat, I won’t be able to properly appreciate your genius.”

“There are canapés.”

“Better than nothing. We’ll grab a plate. We can pretend we’re taking
them round but secretly stand in a corner and eat the lot. Oh, hi, Todd.” She
kept her tone casual as Todd approached. “Just catching up on all the family
gossip. I just saw Mom and Dad holding hands in the corner, and I’m not
sure if that’s a bit gross or a good thing, so you’d better enlighten me.”

“It’s definitely a good thing.” Todd put his arm around Lily and grinned
at his sister. “Good to know you’re speaking to me again.”



“Yes, well, you were making some questionable decisions but you seem
to have sorted yourself out thank goodness—" Hannah glanced between
him and Lily and shook her head. “You two can’t keep your hands off each
other, Mom and Dad are smiling at each other again, and Nanna has fallen
in love. There must be something in the air. I’'m wondering if I should move
to the Cape. Maybe if I stayed here for a while my love life might
improve.”

“You’d hate it here,” Todd said. “It’s too quiet for you.”

“Maybe. So what happens now? Are you staying in Nanna’s mystery
cottage?”

“For now. And on that topic, I need to steal Lily away because Nanna
wanted to talk to us and there’s a local reporter who wants a photo of Lily
with her paintings.”

Hannabh rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, leave me. Go and be important.”
But she smiled and gave Lily a push. “See you in a minute. I’m off to
forage for something to eat.”

“I’m not sure I want to talk to a reporter.” Lily glanced back at her friend
and laughed as she saw Hannah holding a tray of smoked salmon. “I love
your sister.”

“I know. And she loves you.”

“I’m so pleased you invited her. And relieved she came.”

True friendship could survive most things, she thought, and what she and
Hannah shared was true friendship. She imagined a future full of big family
gatherings, but also times when Hannah and she would meet, just the two of
them, sharing all their thoughts as they had when they were children.
Whenever she had a health emergency she’d call Hannah, and whenever
Hannah moved to a new apartment she’d call Lily to help with the
decorating. Each had found their niche.

And here she was in her niche. She even managed to smile for the
journalist as he took her photograph next to the painting.

And then Cecilia drew them both to one side.

“I love what you’ve done with the cottage,” she said, “and I hope what
I’'m going to say next won’t offend you.”

“You’re not going to live in it,” Todd said, and Lily felt a thud of
disappointment. It felt like failure somehow. Despite everything, she hadn’t
managed to make Cecilia fall back in love with the place.



“The cottage was once important in my life, but those days are gone. It’s
part of my past, not my future. You can’t go backward. Or if you can, I
wouldn’t want to.” Cecilia was positively glowing. “Seth has asked me to
move in with him, and I’ve said yes.”

Todd nodded. “Good decision, Nanna. He’s a good man. I’'m happy for
you.”

Lily smiled because it was a good outcome for Cecilia. “I’m happy for
you, t00.”

Cecilia glanced between them. “Aren’t you going to ask me about the
cottage?”

“I assume you’re going to sell it,” Todd said. “And we’ll help, of course.
Just let us know what you need us to do.”

Lily admired how calm and accepting he was because she knew he would
be every bit as sad to leave the cottage as she would. But he didn’t let his
disappointment show. He wasn’t going to put that pressure on his
grandmother.

“I’m not going to sell it. Seth pointed out that property is an excellent
investment, so for now I’m going to keep it. I won’t be able to relax and
enjoy my winter travels in Italy if I know the place is empty, so if the two of
you wouldn’t mind living in it, then you’d be doing me a favor.”

“Living in it?” Lily stared at her. “You’re going to let us rent it?”

“Your payment will be looking after it for me. It will give you a chance
to see how you like living this far out. If it works out, maybe we can talk
about you owning it. But eventually you might want to move closer to
town. For now, the place is yours if you want it. If you’re able to help me
out. It’s asking a lot, I know.”

If they wanted it?

Todd was grinning. “I think we can manage it. Lily?”

“Oh yes.” She imagined living there with Todd, just the two of them.
She’d paint, and they’d run their business and when they weren’t working
they’d cook delicious food in the pretty kitchen and walk on the seashore.
“I don’t know what to say, except thank you.”

“I should be thanking you,” Cecilia said. “You’ve worked so hard on the
place. You deserve to enjoy what you’ve created. And now that’s sorted,
you need to talk to Seth, Lily. There is a couple here tonight who want to
commission something from you.”

She was about to answer when she felt Todd’s hand on her arm.



“Lily—"

“What?” She followed his gaze and saw her parents standing in the
doorway of the gallery, looking lost. She’d been so certain they wouldn’t
come that she thought she must be hallucinating. “I don’t believe it.”

For a moment she couldn’t move, and then she saw Kristen walk quickly
toward them, hands outstretched in welcome.

“Come on.” Todd grabbed her hand. “Time to show them who you really
are. Relax. My mother is great at making people feel welcome.”

She was glad he was with her, because she felt oddly nervous going to
talk to her parents. They’d said almost nothing when she’d called them and
told them her plans, and she had no idea what they were going to say now.

“Lily!” Kristen smiled at her. “I was just telling your parents how proud
they’re going to be when they see your work. And both paintings sold
already. She has a great career ahead of her, and I consider myself
something of an expert.”

Lily felt a rush of gratitude and hugged her parents awkwardly. “I’m so
pleased you came.”

“Lily.” Her mother blinked, as if she was seeing her for the first time. “I
barely recognized you. You look wonderful.”

“You look wonderful, too.”

Her mother was wearing what seemed to be a new dress and her father
was wearing a jacket and tie. They both looked self-conscious.

The next half hour was a whirl as they greeted Todd and then Hannabh,
and went to see the section of the gallery where Lily’s paintings hung.

She was more nervous showing her parents her work than she’d been
when she’d shown Seth.

They both stared at the paintings and then at each other.

Her mother clutched her father’s arm. “Look at that, Stan.”

“I’m looking, Moira. I’'m looking.”

“Our girl.”

“Yes.”

“Someone has bought her painting.” Her mother pressed her hand to her
mouth. “A stranger. A stranger paid money.”

Lily understood how alien it must be for them, because that wasn’t the
world she’d been raised in. It wasn’t the world her parents knew. But it
seemed that the extra endorsement from someone who didn’t know her
made all the difference.



“Big money,” her father said. “I’m thinking those paintings of hers that
we have around the house are going to be worth something.”

“Stan!” Her mother turned to him, horrified. “I hope you’re not
suggesting we sell them?”

“Sell them? We’re going to keep them. Probably a better investment than
a savings account.” Her father reached out and patted Lily awkwardly on
the shoulder. “Good work, honey. I might not understand how your brain
works, but I admire it.”

She felt as if she’d won the lottery.

Still, she was keen to reassure them.

“I don’t know if I’m going to make a success of this,” she said, “but I do
know I’m happy. And it’s my responsibility to make it work in one way or
another whether that’s painting walls or painting canvases. You don’t need
to worry about me.”

“We’re not worried,” her mother said. “Not anymore. We can see how
happy you are. And Kristen showed us a photograph of the bedroom you
decorated. Those seashells! Wherever did you get that idea?”

They looked at her as if they were seeing her for the first time.

“Let me show you round the rest of the exhibition,” Lily said.

They walked with her, pausing in front of different paintings, her mother
effusive and her father a little bemused by it all. They greeted Hannah
warmly, and Lily introduced them properly to Todd, who charmed them so
completely that Lily fell in love with him all over again.

“You seem so comfortable here, Lily,” her mother said. “As if this is your
world.”

“It is my world. I fit here.”

Her mother nodded. “We’re proud of you, honey.”

“Of my paintings?”

“Yes, we’re proud of that. But mostly we’re proud of you for standing up
for what you wanted, and what you knew was right. When you called that
night—" her mother swallowed “—well, I’'m just sorry we didn’t make that
easier for you. We didn’t understand. This wasn’t a world we could picture.
But now we can.”

Lily thought about what she’d learned from Cecilia, about moving
forward. “Thank you for coming tonight. It means everything to me.” She
gave her mother a quick hug and then stepped back as Kristen approached.



“Moira! There’s someone you must meet—" She bustled Lily’s mother
away and Lily watched as her mother smiled, chatted and tentatively sipped
at the glass of champagne she’d been handed.

“Hi there, girl in the red jumpsuit,” Todd’s voice came from behind her.
“Are you the hot young artist everyone is talking about?”

She turned. “I think you must have the wrong person.”

“I don’t think so.” He curled his fingers around her hand. “Let’s get out
of here. I need some air. I can only stand a crowd of this size for so long.
Frankly I can’t wait to get back to our cottage on the dunes.”

Our cottage.

She checked on her mother and saw her laughing with Kristen. “I should
check on my dad.”

“He’s with my dad. They’re talking about boats.”

“He doesn’t know anything about boats.”

“Neither does my dad. It almost makes the conversation worth listening
to, but I want five minutes alone with you.”

They left the crowds behind them, crossed the road and strolled to the
waterfront.

“I can’t believe your grandmother is letting us live in the cottage.”

“I know. It’s going to be great. And if winter gets a little long and cold
out here, we can always head back to Boston for a break.”

“I can’t imagine ever needing a break from this place.” She leaned her
head against his shoulder, and he wrapped his arms around her as they
watched the sun go down over the ocean.

“I love you.” He pulled her closer. “I love you so much.”

“I love you, too. Remember when we were working on the living room,
and you asked me if it felt as if I was living my best life when I was
studying for exams? You asked if I was happy.”

“I remember.”

“I’m happy now.” She slid her arms around his neck. “With you.”

The sea. The sand. The cottage. Her art. Todd, and the future that
stretched ahead of them.

This was her best life.
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The Holiday Cottage

by Sarah Morgan

1

It began as a casual conversation and Imogen wasn’t quite sure at what

point things had started to go so wrong. It wasn’t her fault. At least, not all
her fault. She’d wanted to be friendly, that was all. To form a bond with her
colleagues. That wasn’t exactly a crime, was it? It was almost a requirement
of open-plan offices. They created an atmosphere of familiarity. Sitting side
by side and across from the people you worked with encouraged
confidences, and chat, and allowed for the gradual absorption of tiny
granules of information that you didn’t even realize you’d overheard. It was
intimacy by osmosis.

“Hey, Imogen.” Anya glanced at her across the desk. She was a makeup
addict and spent at least half an hour of every day extolling the virtues of
her latest find. Today her eyelids glittered like an ornament on a Christmas
tree. “Did you see the email from the boss? She’s planning a ‘bring your
dog to work day’ the week before Christmas.”

“I saw the email.” Her day had gone downhill from there. Bonding with
her colleagues was important, but she liked to keep her work life and her
home life separate. “Did you get the costings for those venues, Anya? I
have to get that proposal to Rosalind to check before it goes to the client at
lunchtime.”

Pets, clothes, makeup, diets, travel, food, movies, books, bad dates and
irritating clients. That covered the bulk of the conversation that bounced
around the office.

“Just waiting on the last two. Isn’t it a brilliant idea? Every dog wears a
festive outfit and Rosalind will pick the winner. All for charity. It will be so
much fun. I’'m wondering whether I can persuade my little Cocoa to wear
antlers. Generally he hates having his head touched, so maybe not. But we
get to dress up, too. I bought a new sparkly highlighter on Saturday. Perfect
for Christmas. There was a discount if you bought two, so I got one for you,
too.” She passed it across the desk and Imogen felt a lump in her throat.



“That’s for me? Why?”

“Just because.” Anya shrugged and grinned. “Call it a thank-you for
helping me out of that sticky client situation last week. Also, you have great
cheekbones and it will look good on you.”

Imogen was touched. She remembered her first day at the company when
Anya had presented her with a frosted cupcake and a pen that glowed in the
dark. You’re going to be working late so you’ll need this.

It was hard to believe she’d almost been here for a year. She’d started her
new job a few days before Christmas and had barely got started before the
office had closed for the festive break.

“I love it. Thank you.” She checked the time and felt a flash of panic. She
didn’t miss deadlines. Not ever. And this one was too close for comfort. She
wanted to call and get the costings herself, but she was Anya’s manager and
was supposed to be helping her develop so she needed to stop doing things
herself. The restraint almost killed her. It was so much easier and safer to do
it herself. At least then she knew it would be done on time, with no
mistakes. “Will you chase those venues urgently? Those are the last
numbers I need to finish this.”

“Sure, I’ll do it now. I saw a lipstick that would look great on you,
Imogen. Maybe we could go shopping together one lunchtime. Also if
you’re looking for doggy outfits, I saw a cute red Santa coat on the internet
that would look great on a golden retriever. Or do you already have
something in mind?” Anya was more interested in the idea of everyone
bringing their dogs to work than she was in doing actual work. “You will be
bringing Midas, won’t you?”

Realizing there was no chance of getting those costings until she finished
the dog conversation, Imogen glanced at the photograph on her desk.

Huge brown eyes gazed back at her, and her heart tightened.

Bring your dog to work day.

She touched the photo with the tips of her fingers. “I’m not sure if I'll be
able to bring him.” She definitely wouldn’t be bringing him, but she still
had to work out how best to present that fact to her colleagues without
alienating them. And then she had a brain wave. “He’s not been well. The
vet has kept him for a few nights.”

“What? No! Midas is ill? And you didn’t tell us?” Anya put her pen
down and looked at Janie. “Janie, did you know Midas was ill?”



Janie glanced at them, her ponytail swinging across her back. She was a
fitness fanatic and used the gym for an hour every morning when everyone
else was still asleep. Occasionally she paced up and down the office just to
get her step count up.

“Midas is ill?” Janie rejected a client phone call and focused on Imogen.
“That’s awful. What happened? Was it the dog walker’s fault? Did she let
him eat something he shouldn’t have eaten?”

“No, nothing like that.” Maybe illness hadn’t been the best way to go.
She should have played along and then found a reason for Midas to be
absent on the day. He stepped on something and he has to rest his paw. “It’s
not important. Look, if you could get the last of those costings that would
be great, because I need to finish this document and the deadline is—”

“Of course it’s important! This is your dog we’re talking about. What is
more important than that? The client can wait.”

“The client can’t wait,” Imogen said. “We’re in a competitive business.
There are new events companies springing up every day. It’s important that
we exceed expectations.”

“We will. We’ll do a great job on the event itself, we always do,
particularly with you in charge. But this is just a proposal. No one is going
to die if it’s a few hours late. You can pause for two minutes, Imogen,”
Anya said. “You worked over the weekend supervising those events, and
you didn’t take a day off Monday. You work too hard.”

Too hard? There was no such thing as too hard.

She loved her job. Her job was everything. And she was good at it. She
was a natural multitasker and handled twice as many accounts as everyone
else. She did whatever it took to win business and keep the client, and she
did that through experience, attention to detail, creativity and sheer hard
work. She was good at what she did. And that wasn’t only her opinion. In
her previous company she’d moved up to the lofty heights of management
so quickly a jealous colleague had left an oxygen mask on her desk.

But now she had a team of six to manage, and occasionally she wished
she could just do all the work herself rather than manage them while they
did it. Anya, in particular, seemed to feel no particular sense of urgency
about anything. She was generous and kind, but also maddeningly slow to
complete tasks. She told everyone that work/life balance was essential to
her, but Imogen rarely saw her focus on the work part of that equation.

It was like trying to run a race with six weights attached to her waist.



She felt a rush of gloom. She was going to have to speak to Anya. There
was no avoiding it. She needed to have a “conversation” about commitment
and goals. Managing Anya would take her away from doing actual client
work, which meant she’d be working longer hours.

Work/life balance? There was no balance for Imogen, but she didn’t
mind. This was her choice.

“The deadline is lunchtime, Anya.”

“Relax, Imogen. You’re going to get white hair and wrinkles before your
time. It will get done. It always does.” Anya dismissed the deadline and
Imogen felt her stress levels ratchet up another notch.

It did get done because she invariably ended up doing it herself. She
really liked Anya, which made it even harder. “Anya—"~

“I know. You’re stressed. And I understand why.”

“You do?” Hearing that came as a relief. Maybe Anya was more aware of
work pressures than she’d thought.

“Of course. How can you be so calm when your lovely Midas is ill? I
can’t believe you’ve been keeping this to yourself. I’d be totally freaking
out.”

Midas?

€

“What does the vet say? When will they let him out? You must be
worried sick. It’s okay to be honest. We’re a team. We’re here to support
each other. You’re allowed to be human, Imogen. We can cover for you if
needed. We can do your work.”

Imogen blinked. Anya didn’t seem able to do her own work, let alone
anyone else’s but this probably wasn’t the time to point that out.

“Well, [—”

“Anya’s right,” Janie said. “You don’t have to hold it in. I mean, this is
Midas. He’s your baby.” She reached across and picked up the photo
Imogen kept on her desk. “Look at that face. Poor boy. I’'m sure Rosalind
would give you time off if you explained. She was amazing when Buster
had that lump on his leg. I suppose because she’s a dog lover herself. She
gets it.”

“That’s why I love this place,” Anya said. “Everyone is so human. The
last place I worked no one talked about anything personal. It was like
working with a bunch of robots. Nightmare.”



A place where no one talked about anything personal? Imogen was
starting to wonder if that might actually be preferable. She loved her
colleagues, but she would have loved them even more if they’d had the
same focus on work as she did.

But there was no denying that her colleagues were good people, even if
most of the time they seemed to fit work round their personal life.

Janie looked close to tears as she held the photo of Midas and Imogen
reached across and gently removed it from her fingers.

“I’d rather not talk about it.” She placed the photograph back on her
desk, next to the one of her family. In her last job they’d had a hot-desk
system, and no one had been allowed to display a single personal item. RPQ
Events was a very different place.

There were plants, and a fish tank, and people were encouraged to
personalize their work stations. Anya’s computer was framed by fairy lights
and no one seemed to mind.

Glancing around her on her first day, Imogen had seen everything from
fluffy mascots to family photos. She’d stared at her stark, empty desk and
decided she needed to do something about it.

Come on, Imogen, show us your family, Janie had said cheerfully and
Anya had nodded in agreement. Do you have any pets? We’re all animal
lovers here. Even Danny, although he’ll tell you he bought the rabbits for
his daughters. Don’t believe him for a moment.

She’d never had a personal photo on her desk before, but here the
absence of it drew attention so she’d done the same. She’d appreciated how
welcoming they were and wanted to be part of the team so she’d carefully
selected one photo of Midas, and one family photo taken at Christmas.
Everyone was huddled together, laughing for the camera as they struggled
not to lose their footing in the snow. Imogen loved that photo. Everyone
looked so happy.

“We’re here for you, Imogen.” Janie reached across and rubbed Imogen’s
shoulder in a show of solidarity. “You’re so brave and strong. You’ve been
coming in every day and working hard and none of us even guessed! It
must be awful not having your furry friend there to greet you when you get
home. I’m sure you miss him horribly. We had no idea you were going
through this. You seem so normal. Honestly, you’re amazing, although I’'m
sure it helps having such a close family.”



Imogen started to panic. She found personal conversations like this really
unsettling. Any moment now they’d be suggesting grief counseling. She
needed to shut this down before it went any further.

“I do miss him, but he’s in good hands and I’m sure he’ll soon be home.
If you could get those costs now, I’d be able to send this through to the
client by lunchtime.”

“Working on it now. What’s wrong with him?”

“What’s wrong with who?”

“Midas.” Anya’s eyes were wide with sympathy. “Nothing serious, I
hope. I don’t know how you can concentrate on work when he’s ill.”

“They’re not sure what’s wrong,” Imogen said. “They’re running tests.”

This was the problem with working in an open-plan office. People
wanted detail.

Much of her time was spent out and about with clients at their offices,
visiting venues or supervising events, but eventually she had to return to her
desk and that meant being cocooned with her colleagues. And it wasn’t that
she didn’t like them because she did. She liked them a great deal, but there
was a fine line between fitting in and being welded together. If someone
wanted to talk, then she was always willing to listen but sometimes the
level of information became too much (close physical proximity didn’t
seem to be the moderating influence it should have been).

Take Janie for example. Because Janie never bothered to leave her desk
when taking a personal call, Imogen knew that she lived with her mother,
had one sister who was married and that she was currently dating two
different men so that she had backup in the event that one of them ghosted
her (Janie’s father had walked out when she was ten, leaving her with a
perpetual mistrust of the opposite sex).

Then there was Peter. Peter was head of tech, and he sat to her left. He’d
been with the company for six months, yet despite this relatively short
acquaintance she knew he had an appointment with his doctor on Friday to
talk about a part of his body Imogen tried never to picture in a colleague.
She knew his girlfriend wanted them to move in together and she knew Pete
had no intention of doing that because she’d heard him on the phone to his
landlord renewing his rental for another year.

And there was Danny, another account manager, who spent a large part of
the day arranging gym sessions and after-work drinks so that he could
arrive home after his wife had put their four-year-old twins to bed. Yes, he



had rabbits, but judging from the conversation he’d never picked them up or
cleaned up after them. That was his wife’s responsibility (and his wife
seemed to have a great number of responsibilities).

Imogen filed all the things she heard into a compartment in her brain
labeled things I wish I didn’t know and tried to forget about them. The thing
she found less easy to handle was the fact that they wanted to know about
her, too.

She was a private person and given the choice she would have revealed
nothing about her personal life, but she wanted to fit in. She wanted people
to like her. So she did what everyone else did and put photos on her desk.
She chatted. And the chat requirement was about to escalate because they
were heading into the worst month of the year for team bonding activities.

December.

Imogen knew that the “bring your dog to work” day would just be the
start of many Christmas celebrations. There would be the office Christmas
lunch, the Secret Santa, the charity quiz night (which one of the following is
not one of Santa’s reindeer?). The list was endless and, although her
colleagues knew a few things about her, the one thing they didn’t know was
that she dreaded Christmas. Last year had been easy because she’d only
joined a few days before, but this year promised to be more of a trial.

“At least you’ll have time off with him over Christmas.” Janie flashed
her a smile. “Only thirty-six sleeps to go. We’re spending Christmas with
my sister this year. I can’t wait. She has a bigger house and a bigger TV.
How about you, Imogen? Please tell me you are taking time off. The office
closed for a week last year but still you sent emails on Christmas Day. I
mean, who does that?”

“I’d just joined the company. I was keen.” That wasn’t really the reason,
but it worked well enough. “I didn’t expect you to look at them. But with
the office closed and clients enjoying the holidays it seemed like the perfect
time to catch up. I wanted to be able to hit the ground running in January.”

“But it was your holiday, too. Why weren’t you just hanging out with
your family?”

“I was. I’'m the family champion at charades.” Imogen moved the photo
of Midas next to the one of her family. “Also we all help with the cooking,
so there’s plenty of time to chat then. But there were a few hours in the day
when everyone was either watching a movie, or sleeping off too much food,



so I opened my laptop.” And she didn’t want to think about it. She really
didn’t.

“You’re obsessed,” Anya said. “Don’t take your laptop this year, then
you won’t be tempted. It was a bit startling to turn on my computer on
January 2 and find fifty-six emails from you waiting in my inbox.”

“I like to end the year with everything tidy,” Imogen said. “I spent plenty
of time with family, don’t worry.”

Janie sat back and shook her head. “I don’t know how you do it all. You
hardly ever come out with us after work because you’re either babysitting
your niece and nephew or you’re visiting your grandmother. You have a
dog. You do everything for everyone, and still handle an inhuman
workload. And you never take time off. How many holiday days are you
carrying forward into next year?”

“Er—I don’t know. Most of them I think.”

“Exactly! Would you slow down? You make the rest of us feel
inadequate.”

“You’re all great,” Imogen said. “We’re a great team.”

“We are, but if you’re not careful you’re going to burn out. You’ve been
working every weekend, so you deserve a good break. Your family home
looks like a dreamy place to spend Christmas. That gorgeous house. All that
countryside. Midas must love it. Are you excited?”

Christmas, Christmas, Christmas.

As far as her colleagues were concerned, it was never too soon to talk
about Christmas. It made her want to scream.

This year the conversation had started in July (July! What was wrong
with people?) when Anya had indulged in a Christmas movie marathon
over the weekend and proceeded to talk about it for several weeks after.

In October Janie had returned from a trip to the supermarket to buy a
salad and pointed out that the shelves were already lined with Christmas
decorations and Christmas chocolate. She’d placed her plastic looking salad
on her desk, along with a garishly wrapped chocolate Santa.

“I normally avoid chocolate, but Christmas is the exception,” she’d told
them happily as she’d stripped the Santa of its red foil and bitten off the
head. “How about you, Imogen?”

Imogen had focused on her computer screen and hoped they’d lose
interest.



“I refuse to think about Christmas in October. It’s too soon.” It was okay
to say that wasn’t it? Plenty of people refused to think about Christmas in
October.

A month later, when someone had asked her about plans for the office
Christmas party, she’d said the same thing.

“I refuse to talk about Christmas in November. It’s too soon.”

But in a week’s time it would be December and Imogen would have run
out of viable excuses. Decorations glittered in shop windows. Christmas
music boomed relentless cheer over loudspeakers.

She couldn’t avoid the topic any longer.

She’d have this one conversation and hopefully that would be it for a
while.

“I’ll be going home, yes. It will be chaos as usual. You know how it is.
Big noisy family gathering. Tree too big for the room. Log fire. Uncle
George singing out of tune. I’ll be spending most of my time trying to stop
the nieces and nephews squeezing the presents and making sure my mother
isn’t burning the turkey.” That was enough information to keep them happy,
surely? “We really need that costing, Anya.”

“I’m on it. Oh and I forgot to tell you that Dorothy Rutherford called for
you earlier. You were on the phone to that tech guy from the lighting
company.”

Imogen felt her breathing quicken. “You forgot—Anya, this is important.
Dorothy Rutherford is our biggest client. When she calls, I stop what I’'m
doing and take her call. If I’'m on with another client, then I call her right
back when I’'m done.”

“She was fine about it. She loves you. We all know you’re the reason she
gave us the business. She wanted to carry on working with you when you
left your last place. You can do no wrong. Also, you’re the only one of us
who genuinely loves her alcohol-free wine.”

“I don’t mind it,” Janie protested, “it’s a refreshing drink. But it’s not—
you know—alcohol. It doesn’t give me the buzz I need on a Friday night. I
know those bubbles aren’t going to give me the headache I need the
morning after.”

“Just Friday?” Anya grinned. “What about the other nights of the week?”

“Those, too. It’s the first thing I do when I get home. My mum and I open
a bottle and share it. That’s why I go to the gym every morning. I’d have



more willpower if I lived on my own. You’re so lucky to be able to afford
your own place, Imogen.”

Imogen waited for a break in the conversation. “What did Dorothy
want?”

“She wanted to fix a time for you to present your ideas to the rest of the
team. Sounds as if she wants to go ahead with everything you suggested.
She was impressed. She asked for a bespoke and original concept and you
gave her one. The outdoor festival, complete with a stage and tents and the
works. Like a rock concert. She thinks it’s a perfect way to showcase their
products to customers. And she loved the idea of the drone display. This
will be a huge piece of business, Imogen. Congratulations. You turned a
virtually impossible brief into reality. We should celebrate—" she grinned
at Janie “fancy a glass of non-alcoholic wine?”

“No thanks. I’d rather have a double espresso. I’ll say this though, I love
their packaging. Those bottles are classy. They look like champagne.”

“And their sales are rocketing so someone is loving it.”

Anya rested her chin on her palm. “I wonder if it’s because the marketing
is so clever. She has tapped into the whole healthy living trend. Pictures of
her estate in the Cotswolds with its vineyard, lots of cool people toasting
each other with glasses of Spearcante. I look at the ads and I want to be
there, even if there is no alcohol on offer. I wonder how she came up with
that name?”

“I think spearca is from an Old English word meaning spark,” Imogen
said and they both stared at her.

“How do you know these things?”

“Dorothy is my client. It’s my job to know as much about her as possible.
She hasn’t always been in business. Originally, she read English Literature
at Oxford. And then she did Medieval studies, which included Old English
and Old Norse. I think she also studied Anglo-Saxon prose and poetry. I
guess etymology was part of that.”

Anya frowned. “Isn’t that insects?”

Janie rolled her eyes. “That’s entomology.”

“Oh, right.”

“Etymology is the study of the origin of words,” Imogen said. “Anyway,
she told me that’s how she came up with the name.”

Right now, she didn’t care about the origins of the name. The only thing
Imogen cared about was that Dorothy had been kept waiting. Dorothy



wasn’t only their biggest client, but she was Imogen’s favorite client. She
was smart, interesting and surprisingly easy to work with. She embraced
Imogen’s ideas and rarely reined her in. She was in her early sixties and
several decades earlier had switched careers to run her family’s vineyard in
the Cotswolds. After a few years she’d decided to experiment extracting the
alcohol from the wine. She’d been producing no-alcohol wine long before it
had become something of a cultural movement, but lately the business had
taken off.

Imogen had worked with her for several years and found her enthusiastic,
encouraging and supportive. She never whined and complained, which was
more than could be said for most of their clients.

“I’ll call her now.”

“No point. She said she’d be tied up for the next couple of hours and you
could catch her this afternoon.”

Imogen managed to hide her frustration. She tried never to miss a client
call, and if she did miss it she called them right back.

But if Dorothy was in a meeting, then it would have to be later and she
would have to try not to stress about it.

And in the meantime...

“Anya, if you could get those costings now it would mean I could send
this proposal on time—" she had a sudden brain wave “—and then I’ll be
able to make the call about Midas.”

“Of course! Anything for Midas.”

“Great. Thanks.” As she’d hoped, the mention of Midas galvanized her
colleague into action and ten minutes later Imogen had all the costings
incorporated into the document.

Relieved, she sent it through to Rosalind for final approval and sat back
in her chair.

Done. Finally. Maybe she should try using Midas as a motivator more
often.

Not that she wanted to be a killjoy. She wanted her colleagues to like her.
She wanted to be one of them, and if that required a little personal sacrifice
on her part then fine.

Soon the Christmas tree would arrive in the foyer and she’d admire it
along with everyone else. Mistletoe would be hung in strategic places, even
though office romance was banned (and, as Janie had once pointed out after
several glasses of wine that most definitely had retained all its alcohol



content, the number of kissable people in their office was depressingly
limited).

And there would be the “bring your dog to work” day.

Midas.

She sighed and glanced at the photo on her desk. The photographer had
captured the exact moment his tail had been suspended in mid wag.

He really was a gorgeous dog.

It was just a pity he wasn’t hers.

Also a pity that her Christmas wasn’t going to be a big, noisy family
affair.

She loved the family photo she’d placed on her desk, but they weren’t her
family.

There was no big house in the country. There would be no oversize tree
or a log fire. Uncle George wouldn’t be singing out of tune because she
didn’t have an uncle called George, or any other uncle. She wasn’t going to
have to stop her nieces and nephews squeezing the presents, because she
didn’t have nieces or nephews. There would be no games of charades, and
no burnt turkey because her mother had never cooked a turkey in her life.

But right now that wasn’t her biggest problem. Her biggest problem was
“bring your dog to work” day.

Everyone was expecting to meet Midas, but there was no Midas.

Imogen didn’t have a dog. Imogen didn’t have a loving family.

Imogen had no one.

The personal life she’d created for herself was entirely fake.
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