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What’s in a name? That which we call a rose
By any other name would smell as sweet


– Romeo and Juliet


‘But I’ve always dreamed of yellow roses,’ the bride said, leaning forward. ‘Yellow roses mixed with white lilies, hand tied with string.’


‘Yellow is very vulgar, Melanie,’ Mrs Carlton, the older woman replied, waving her hand as if to dismiss her future daughter-in-law. ‘At the Smithson wedding they had peach flowers. They were very elegant and tasteful.’ She gave a nod at the end, as if that was her final word.


Juliet chewed the top of her pen lid, watching the two women debating their wedding flower preferences. Since she’d started her florist business a year before, it had become a familiar scene. Sometimes she felt more like a therapist than anything else.


Pulling the blue pen lid from her mouth, Juliet scribbled on the pad in front of her. ‘You know, yellow and peach roses can look fantastic together,’ she suggested, quickly sketching out a picture of a bouquet. ‘We did something similar at the Hatherly wedding in the summer, and it looked divine.’ She leaned in towards Mrs Carlton, as if they were bosom buddies. ‘And you know how discerning Eleanor Hatherly is.’


She was name-dropping but she didn’t care. Though she was an outsider, she’d lived in Maryland long enough to know that in these circles snobbery was still a thing. Hell, she’d been married to one of the biggest snobs in Shaw Haven, after all.


Was still married to him, she corrected herself. For now, at least. Thanks to Maryland divorce laws, she and Thomas had to live separately for a year before their divorce could be finalised. Six months in, and she was already counting the days.


Melanie looked up at Juliet, a flash of hope in her eyes. ‘I’d love a peach and yellow bouquet.’


Patting her on the hand, Mrs Carlton smiled. ‘I knew we’d be able to agree on this. It’s the small details that are so important. You’ll learn that when you’re a Carlton, too.’


Grabbing her tablet, Juliet scrolled through her catalogue to show them the different arrangements, helping them narrow down the choices until they found the perfect one.


Welcome to married life. A world where you’ll run yourself ragged pleasing your husband, your in-laws and even your friends, while putting all your hopes and dreams on the backburner.


Juliet found her thoughts drifting back to her own wedding. She’d met Thomas when she was studying Fine Arts at Oxford Brookes University, and he’d been a Rhodes Scholar, an American studying at the more prestigious Oxford University. It had been a meeting of pure chance – she’d been working in a local florist at the weekends to try and eke out her student loan, in charge of deliveries in the local area. As she was walking up the path to Christ Church College, dodging the students and tourists who were admiring the fountain in the middle of the green, she’d been practically run over by the suave American post-grad who was running late for dinner.


He’d swept her off her feet both literally and figuratively that day. She’d been as besotted with his intelligence and sophistication as he’d been with her beauty and artistic flair. Their relationship had felt something like a holiday romance – from the moment they met they’d spent every day together – eating picnics in the park, or wandering aimlessly through the arboretum. He’d wanted to know everything about her, from her childhood dreams to her plans for the future.


And then she’d fallen pregnant.


That’s not when the cracks started to show, though. They were still desperately in love, and the differences in their backgrounds and experience meant nothing compared to the all-encompassing passion they felt for each other. So when – being the perfect gentleman he was – Thomas had asked her to marry him, she’d said yes without hesitation. After all, they were made for each other, weren’t they?


They were married in London. His family didn’t attend – she wasn’t even sure if he’d invited them. Instead she was supported by her three sisters. Lucy – her eldest sister – had always been the organiser. Within a few days of Thomas’s proposal she’d secured the town hall location for the ceremony, and arranged for a venue for their wedding party. Even Kitty and Cesca – still young at seventeen and eighteen – had helped, decorating the tables and making the invitations. Heck, they even agreed to wear the bridesmaid dresses that Juliet had made.


It had been a fairy-tale wedding, in spite of their haste. Twenty-year-old Juliet had never felt more beautiful as she walked up the small aisle on her father’s arm, her baby bump barely visible beneath the layers of white lace she wore. And when Thomas had turned to look at her, his eyes warm with what looked like love, she’d felt as though it was the beginning of a wonderful life together.


Better not to think about that. Not now.


‘Where did you two meet?’ Juliet asked the bride-to-be.


‘At Harvard,’ Melanie replied.


She was about to say more when the older woman spoke over her. ‘David was at law school there. Imagine our surprise when he came back with more than a qualification.’


Melanie blushed but said nothing.


Juliet swallowed hard, trying not to remember her own mother-in-law’s reaction when Thomas introduced his new wife. They’d been married for two weeks by that point, moving back to his home town here in Maryland, where he planned to work in the family business. He’d assured her his family would feel the same way he did about her.


But from the start she’d felt like a disappointment. The differences he’d loved about her back in Oxford somehow morphed into embarrassments that made him shake his head. She didn’t dress in the right way, she was too artistic, she hadn’t even finished her first degree for goodness sake.


But that was all water under the bridge, wasn’t it? Or it would be, once the divorce was finalised. At least then she’d be able to move forward with her life, even if she would always be tied to Thomas by their six-year-old daughter, Poppy.


‘We’ll definitely go with that one,’ Mrs Carlton said, pointing at the photograph on Juliet’s iPad. ‘Now let’s choose the table décor.’


Juliet looked at Melanie, who nodded again. ‘You’ll look beautiful,’ Juliet told her, and the woman’s smile widened.


Part of her wanted to warn Melanie that it wouldn’t get any better. Once the wedding was over, that’s when the real power play would begin.


Stop it.


Maybe the groom wasn’t as much of an ass as Thomas turned out to be. Or maybe Juliet was too jaded. She’d stayed for seven years, after all, it wasn’t all doom, was it? Anyway, she needed to be positive. Weddings were the most reliable form of income for Shakespeare Flowers. She was still trying to build up the business and her reputation. Her projections showed she should start making a profit some time the following year, but right now, cash flow was king.


Her phone buzzed in her pocket, vibrating against her hip. She pulled it out, taking care not to be caught, knowing how bad it would look to this woman who put appearances over everything else. Her heart dropped when she checked the display.


Surrey Academy.


The most prestigious educational establishment in Shaw Haven, the five-thousand-dollar a term school ranged from Pre-Kindergarten to High School seniors. Poppy had been attending for a year now, and seemed happy there in spite of the turmoil at home.


‘I’m so sorry, it’s my daughter’s school. I need to take this.’ She flashed an apologetic smile at the women in front of her. ‘I’ll be right back.’


Swallowing hard, she walked out into the hallway of the expensive, colonial house. Sliding the screen to accept the call, she braced herself for a telling off. Not that it had been her fault Poppy was late to school that morning. It was her neighbours – the new ones moving into the house next to hers. Their removal truck had blocked her driveway, and by the time the driver had moved it Poppy had been twenty minutes late for school.


‘Mrs Marshall? This is Marion Davies.’ The clipped tones of the principal reminded Juliet of her mother-in-law. ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of you for the past half-hour. We really need our parents to be responsive when we try to contact them.’


‘I’m so sorry, I was in a meeting. I didn’t hear the phone.’ She felt like a naughty school child. ‘Is everything okay? Nothing’s happened to Poppy has it?’


‘Nothing at all. Unfortunately she’s been involved in an … incident. I need you to come into the school now so we can discuss it face to face.’


Juliet’s mouth turned dry. ‘Now? Is it serious? Are you sure she’s not hurt?’


‘No, she isn’t hurt. She is, however, in a lot of trouble. It’s not something I wish to discuss over the telephone. If you come to my office I’ll tell you all about it.’


Juliet glanced at her watch, grimacing. ‘Could I come in at the end of school instead?’ She had ten deliveries to make before then. Fitting them in before class finished at three was already going to be a close-run thing.


Lowering her voice, Principal Davies played her trump card. ‘Of course, I’d be happy to call Mr Marshall if you prefer.’


‘Oh no, that won’t be necessary. I’ll get there as soon as I can.’ She really didn’t want Thomas getting involved in this. The more distance she could keep between them the better.


‘Very well. I’ll see you imminently.’ With that, Principal Davies rang off, leaving Juliet still holding the phone to her ear.


Ugh, she was going to have to call Lily and ask her to stay late at the shop, and beg her to do the deliveries. And she hated

doing that, even though Lily never complained. Like Juliet, she just gritted her teeth and got on with things.


And right now it looked like both their days were about to get a heck of a lot worse.


‘Mrs Marshall? Please go in.’ The school administrator pointed towards the principal’s office. Juliet stood, her legs feeling suddenly shaky. She smoothed the denim down her thighs, tucking her shirt in to try and regain a semblance of smartness. Being called ‘Mrs Marshall’ sounded alien to her now. Strange how quickly she’d shrugged off that name, in her head at least. Nowadays she thought of herself as Juliet Shakespeare again, the girl who grew up in London. In the years since her shotgun marriage, she’d somehow lost the very joie de vivre Thomas had fallen in love with. A victim of trying to squeeze her square peg self into a perfectly round hole.


As soon as she walked into the principal’s office, all heads turned to look at her. She sought Poppy out first, seeing her six-year-old girl sitting in the corner, her eyes wide as she stared imploringly at Juliet.


She flashed her daughter a reassuring smile. Poppy was lively and headstrong, but she was a good kid who’d been through so much.


‘Please sit down,’ Principal Davies said, pointing to the only vacant chair.


Juliet sat next to Poppy. That’s when she noticed the other child – a small blond-haired boy, looking tiny as he sat on the adult-sized chair, his hands clutched around a blue toy train.


There was a fresh bruise on his cheek.


As if he’d been slapped.


Oh no.


‘Mrs Marshall, this is Mr Sutherland. His son, Charlie, started here with us at Surrey Academy today.’


‘Mrs Marshall?’ a deep, husky voice asked. ‘One of the Shaw Haven Marshalls?’


Juliet’s heart immediately started to pound. She slowly turned her head to look at the man. Everything about him was breathtaking. From his height – visible in spite of his seated position – to his broad shoulders and chest. But it was his face that made her words stick to her tongue – the sculpted bones of his cheeks and chiselled square jaw making him one of the most beautiful men she’d ever seen.


‘Um … yes. My husband is Thomas Marshall.’


The man raised his eyebrows, but said nothing.


‘Mrs Marshall, let me explain what happened between Poppy and Charlie,’ the principal interjected. ‘During recess, they were playing with the train set.’ The hushed tones of the principal’s voice forced Juliet to lean forward. ‘They had an argument about the blue train, and Poppy slapped Charlie. I’m afraid the force made him fall against the wall and caused a nosebleed.’


Juliet opened her mouth to say something, then closed it again, failing to find the right words. Blood rushed through her ears, drowning all other sound out. Principal Davies and Mr Sutherland were staring at her as if she was the worst parent in the world.


Maybe they were right.


‘Poppy,’ she finally said, the anxiety making her words wobble. ‘You shouldn’t hit anybody, you know it’s wrong.’


‘You hit Daddy’s friend when you found them at the house together,’ Poppy said. ‘You said that people shouldn’t take things that belong to other people.’


Juliet covered her mouth with her hand. How the hell did Poppy know that? For a moment she was back there, finding Thomas and his PA in the most compromising of positions. The image made her want to throw up. Her face flamed as she glanced at Principal Davies to see her reaction. The older woman’s face was as impassive as always.


Mr Sutherland, on the other hand, was trying to bite down a smile. He was looking at her with new interest.


‘It’s still wrong to hit people, sweetheart,’ Juliet said again. Her mouth felt drier than the desert. How could she even explain to her six-year-old child the rage she’d felt when she realised she’d been betrayed? That it was the first time she’d ever thrown a punch in her life. ‘I shouldn’t have done it and neither should you.’


‘It was my train.’ Poppy’s voice was full of that familiar stubbornness. ‘I told him it was mine and he still tried to take it. It’s always been mine. He can’t just come here and steal it from me.’


Juliet glanced at the man from the corner of her eye again. For some reason she found it hard not to keep looking at him. His cheeks were high, his jaw firm, but it was the dark shadow of beard growth on his face that surprised her. He had a rough edge to him she rarely saw around here.


Oops. He was staring straight back at her.


‘It’s not your train,’ Juliet pointed out. ‘It belongs to the school, and everybody’s allowed to play with it. You need to apologise to Charlie.’


‘No way.’


The small boy looked up at her, his eyes wider than ever. Juliet realised he hadn’t spoken at all. His sandy hair was falling over his brow, and his clothes were a little too tight for his body.


‘It’s Charlie’s first day. You should have been welcoming, shown him around. You can’t just treat people like that. Now say sorry.’ This time she was sharper. Even Poppy looked surprised at her tone.


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Now say it and mean it.’


Poppy’s bottom lip stuck out, and she started to chew it. For a moment she stared at Charlie, her eyes narrowed as if she was weighing up her options. ‘Okay, I’m really sorry. It’s a stupid train anyway. Half the wheels are missing. Next time you should play with the green one, it goes the fastest.’


Charlie nodded silently, as if she was the fount of all school-based knowledge.


‘Well, that’s a start I suppose,’ Principal Davies said. ‘But I’m sure you’ll agree that we can’t just let this go. Poppy hit another child, we need to punish her for it. We have standards we expect all our students to live up to.’


‘Hey, there’s no need to punish the kid,’ Mr Sutherland said. He really did have a sugar-coated voice. ‘She said sorry, right? Can’t we just leave it there?’ He flashed a dimpled smile at the principal.


‘No, I’m afraid we can’t just leave it there.’ Principal Davies shook her head, turning to Juliet. ‘We have a zero tolerance policy for violence here at Surrey Academy. I’ll have to ask you to take Poppy home with you today, and to keep her off school for the rest of the week.’


‘You’re excluding her?’ Juliet asked, alarmed. How the hell was she going to explain this to Thomas?


‘Hey, come on,’ Mr Sutherland said. ‘Charlie’s fine, Poppy’s sorry. No need to make a big deal out of this. Everybody makes mistakes, right?’


‘I don’t know … ’ Principal Davies looked first at him, then at Juliet. ‘Poppy’s always been a lively girl, I don’t want her to think we condone this kind of violence.’


Juliet licked her dry lips. ‘She won’t do it again, I can promise you that.’


Principal Davies formed her fingers into a steeple, resting her chin on the intertwined tips. She turned her eyes to Poppy, who was still sitting silently. ‘Poppy, do you understand what you did was wrong?’


Poppy nodded fervently.


‘And are you very sorry for what you’ve done?’


Another barrage of nods.


‘Hmm,’ Principal Davies said. ‘All right then, I won’t exclude you this time. But if you ever hurt another child again, I’ll be down on you like a ton of bricks. Do you understand?’


This time, Poppy’s voice sounded as small as she was. ‘Yes, Principal Davies.’


‘Very well then, go back to class.’


If Poppy was half as frightened as Juliet was, then she understood all right. But Juliet’s anxiety was tempered by the relief of not having to tell Thomas what had happened.


It was a small consolation, but she’d take it.


‘Can we stop at the ice cream parlour on our way home?’ Poppy asked, swinging her legs so her tiny feet hit her car seat.


Juliet glanced in the rear-view mirror, noticing the car behind her – a huge battered truck. ‘Not after you hit that poor boy. You’ll be going straight to your room when we get home.’


‘That’s no fair.’ Poppy grimaced. ‘We always go to get ice cream after the first day. It’s a trad … trad … a thingy. You promised.’


‘It’s not a tradition, because we’ve only done it once before.’ Juliet was trying to keep her patience.


‘But you promised.’ Poppy’s voice took on a tremble. Her bottom lip was wobbling.


‘That was before you hit Charlie,’ Juliet pointed out. She had to bite down on her own lip to try to stem the emotions. If there was one thing she hated, it was seeing Poppy cry, and the poor kid had cried enough for them both over the past six months.


‘I said I was sorry. I played with him in recess this afternoon. I even gave him the green train as well as the blue one. He said we’re friends.’


‘I’m glad you made it up with him. That’s good.’


‘So can we get ice cream?’ Poppy leaned forward until the seat belt stopped her. ‘Please Mommy?’


There was a line of cars ahead, all waiting at the four-way-stop. Juliet put her foot on the brake, slowly coasting to a standstill. Staring out of the window at the cars ahead, she wondered how things had gotten this hard. Parenting was tricky enough when there were two of you, though at least then you had somebody to shoot ideas off and to commiserate with.


When there was just one of you it seemed almost impossible. It was one of the few times she missed Thomas.


‘Please Mommy?’ Poppy said again. The cars in front began to move slowly, and Juliet glanced in the mirror. The black truck was right behind her now, and when her eyes flicked up, she could make out the driver behind her, sitting beside his son with a mop of blond hair.


One look was enough to send her pulse soaring. Why the hell did that man have such an effect on her?


It had to be another stage of separation. Maybe even a sign she was getting over Thomas. It could have been anybody, Mr Sutherland just happened to be there at the right – or wrong – time. Blame it on the hormones. She’d barely looked at a man since she’d split from Thomas six months earlier, and they’d not been intimate for a good few months before that. It was her body’s reaction to enforced celibacy, nothing more, nothing less.


Damn it, maybe something cold would do them both good.


‘Okay, we’ll go for ice cream,’ Juliet conceded. ‘But if you hit anybody again, you’ll be banned from that place for a year.’


Poppy nodded, a serious expression on her face. ‘And so will you, Mommy, if you hit anybody again.’


Touché. Juliet tried – and failed – to bite down her smile.
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Two households, both alike in dignity


– Romeo and Juliet


‘Hey bud, d’you want an ice cream?’ Ryan eased the truck forward, crossing the four-way intersection. ‘There’s a really cool place over there, we used to go there when I was a kid.’


Charlie looked suddenly interested, the way he always did whenever Ryan mentioned his childhood. ‘What was your favourite ice cream?’ he asked.


‘Pecan and maple syrup,’ Ryan said smiling. ‘It was sickly as hell but tasted so good. I wonder if they still serve it?’


‘That’s what I want to order.’ Charlie looked resolute. ‘I love pecans.’


The fact was, Charlie loved nearly every food he tried. He’d grown up learning about different tastes and cuisines, joining Ryan regularly on his travels from the time he was a baby.


‘Pecan and maple it is, then.’


Ryan still couldn’t get over how strange it was to be back in Shaw Haven after all these years. There were a few changes – a micro brewery on main street, a new art gallery on the waterfront – but at its heart it remained a sleepy harbour town. Full of painted houses and salty air, Shaw Haven had been here for centuries, ever since the first Shaw had stepped off his boat and laid claim to this land on the edge of Chesapeake Bay.


Being here felt like stepping back in time.


Ryan pulled the truck into the parking lot beside the parlour. There were only a couple of spaces left. Everybody must have had the same idea.


When they were inside, Ryan looked around at the plastic checked tablecloths and the mismatched chairs. They looked old, familiar. He was shocked by the way it made him feel like a kid again. It was almost fourteen years since he’d last set foot in Shaw Haven – and he thought he’d left the town and the way he’d felt about it behind for good.


And he had. At least until now.


‘Can I help you?’


Ryan blinked, focusing on the woman in front of him. She was smiling broadly at him, holding an ice cream scoop in her hand.


‘Do you have pecan and maple syrup?’ he asked.


‘Sure, you want a cone or a bowl?’


He turned to Charlie, who was staring at the huge glass freezer full of plastic tubs, the colourful ice cream flavours looking enticing. ‘What do you say, bud?’


‘Can I have a bowl?’ Charlie asked quietly. He’d never been a brash kid, in spite of his father’s outgoing nature. His face usually held a serious expression, as if his brain was full of thoughts he couldn’t quite work out how to express. Before he’d started at Surrey Academy they’d insisted on testing him – and it hadn’t come as a huge surprise that he was already scoring well into third grade school levels, even though he’d never been in formal education before.


‘Make that three scoops,’ Ryan said, giving the woman an easy smile. ‘And two spoons, the kid might need a little bit of help.’


The woman laughed as if Ryan had told her the funniest joke ever, fluttering her eyelashes rapidly at him. His cheeks flushed.


The after-school rush meant the only free seats were in the far corner, and they headed over there, Charlie gripping tightly to the round colourful tub of ice cream, while Ryan carried their spoons. They’d almost made it to the empty table when a woman and her child got there first, pulling two of the four chairs out.


He recognised her right away. Only had to glance at the cloud of red hair to know it was Poppy Marshall’s mom.


Ryan looked around, hoping to spot somebody who’d almost finished, planning on hovering until the table was vacated. But everybody seemed to have arrived at the same time – it was natural really, since they’d all come from school – but unless they sat down soon Charlie’s ice cream was going to melt.


Ah, what the hell.


‘Can we sit with you?’ he asked, looking at the two empty chairs next to Poppy and her mom.


She turned around to look at him. Christ, she was pretty. Not that he was surprised, Thomas Marshall always did like the best in life. Why would his wife be any different?


‘Um, yeah, sure, please sit down.’ She gestured at the two seats. Charlie immediately chose the one next to Poppy, leaving Ryan to sit next to her mom.


‘Thanks. I’m Ryan, by the way. Ryan Sutherland. I don’t think we were properly introduced.’


Like the Marshalls, the Sutherlands were well known in Shaw Haven. Where one family owned half the land, the other owned the rest. When he was a kid he’d spent a lot of time with the Marshalls and their mutual friends. By the time he and Thomas were in high school, there was no love lost between them. Even in his teens, Thomas had reminded Ryan of his father. He’d had the kind of careless confidence that left people drowning in his wake.


He blinked that thought away. He really didn’t want to think of Marshall – or his own father – right now.


‘I’m Juliet.’ She offered him her hand, giving him a surprisingly strong handshake. Her fingers were long and elegant, but no sign of a manicure. In fact her nails were cut short. They looked like working hands, not the kind you’d see on a trophy wife.


‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Juliet.’ He glanced over at Poppy and Charlie who were digging into their ice creams. ‘Those two seem to have made up.’


‘Yeah, kids have short memories,’ she agreed, looking more at ease. ‘But I’m so sorry she hurt him, and on his first day at school, too. I hope he isn’t too upset.’


Her embarrassment made him want to smile. ‘He’s fine. Apparently they’re practically best friends now. And he’s used to meeting new people. I’m a photographer, we’ve travelled a lot.’


‘Please make sure you apologise to your wife for me, too.’


He frowned. ‘I’m not married.’


‘Oh, sorry. Your girlfriend then?’ Juliet glanced down at his left hand. Of course that made him immediately glance at hers. No wedding ring either – just an almost imperceptible indentation where one must have been. With his photographer’s eye, Ryan often noticed details that others didn’t.


Ryan shook his head. ‘Sheridan – Charlie’s mom – and I are just friends. Charlie was a happy surprise for both of us.’ He ate a spoonful of Charlie’s ice cream, his eyes not leaving hers. ‘She catches up with us when she can, but I have primary custody of him.’


‘You do?’ She looked at him with interest. ‘Is she okay with that?’


He shrugged. He wasn’t embarrassed about explaining his situation, he was used to it by now. ‘It’s what we both wanted. She loves him, but her job isn’t exactly compatible with bringing up a child. When she’s not touring she spends as much time as she can with Charlie. She wants the best for him. We both do.’


‘I’m sorry, I’m being rude. I shouldn’t ask all these questions.’


He couldn’t help but grin at her. ‘You’re English, right? You’re doing that whole Brit thing.’


‘What Brit thing?’


‘The one where you make small talk then get all worked up over it.’


‘Do we all do that?’


He couldn’t help but laugh at her perplexed expression. ‘I guess I’ve met a lot of Brits on my travels, and yeah, a lot of them did that. Like you really want to know something but don’t like to ask.’ He tipped his head to the side, enjoying the way she was frowning at him. ‘Where in England are you from anyway?’


‘I grew up in London,’ she told him. ‘But I’ve lived here for almost seven years.’


‘With the Marshalls?’ He glanced at her empty ring finger again.


‘Yes.’ She looked down at the table. ‘Well no, not now. It’s complicated, if you know what I mean.’


He knew exactly what she meant. ‘You want me to talk about something else?’


For the first time, she smiled. It was tentative, but it lit up her whole face. ‘That would be lovely,’ she said, tipping her head to the side. ‘Maybe you can tell me about you. When did you guys get into town?’


Unlike Juliet, Ryan didn’t mind talking about himself at all. Not in a brash, ‘look at me’ kind of way, but he was comfortable enough in his skin to be open and honest. ‘We moved in at the weekend. We were meant to be here last week, but I got delayed on an assignment, so everything was a bit hurried. The removal trucks only got here this morning, it’s gonna be a mess. A good reason to stay here and eat ice cream, I guess.’


‘Removal trucks?’ she asked.


‘Yeah, we haven’t got that much stuff, but I’ve had to buy a lot of furniture. It’s our first permanent home.’ He shrugged. ‘Well, semi-permanent anyway.’


‘Semi-permanent?’ she echoed.


‘We’re here until next June. Then we’re moving to New York. We’re just here for Kindergarten year while Charlie gets used to going to school.’


‘Did he not go to pre-K or preschool?’ Juliet asked. Her brows were pulled down, as though she was trying to understand.


‘No. We used to travel a lot for my work. Now he’s getting older we’re gonna put down some roots. I’ve been offered some work in New York starting next June. So we’ll be moving up there after the end of the school year.’


‘What made you choose Surrey Academy?’


It was a good question. ‘I went there as a kid so there was kind of a connection already. It’s all new to me, this school stuff. I thought I’d start us off gently, with somewhere I know. I’ll worry about the New York education system once he’s settled in.’


‘Dad, can Poppy come over to play today?’ Charlie interrupted their conversation.


‘I don’t know … ’ Ryan glanced at Juliet. Her face was impassive. He wanted Charlie to make friends, to fit in, but her kid had just hit him. Plus the house was full of boxes waiting to be unpacked.


‘Not today, I’m afraid,’ Juliet said. ‘I have to go back to the shop for a couple of hours, and Poppy’s coming with me.’


‘I’d rather go play with Charlie. Please Mommy?’


‘Not today.’ Juliet shook her head.


‘What about tonight? Can we play then?’


She gave a half-laugh. ‘You’ll be in bed tonight.’


‘After tea?’


‘No honey, you can play in the garden after tea, but then you’ll need your bath and go to bed. It’s been a long day.’ She met Ryan’s eyes, shrugging her shoulders.


‘Let’s meet in the garden, then,’ Poppy said, turning to Charlie. ‘I’ve got a cool rope swing.’


‘Poppy, Charlie can’t just come around after tea.’ She looked at Ryan. ‘I’m so sorry, one minute she’s hitting him, the next minute she’s practically inviting him to live with us.’


‘Well he does almost live with us,’ Poppy protested. ‘Or next door, anyway.’


‘What?’ Juliet glanced at Poppy and Charlie before turning to look at Ryan. He didn’t bother to bite down his own smile. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve just moved into the Langdon house. On Letterman Circle?’ She gave a half-smile. ‘I should have known when you said about the removal trucks.’


Now he was grinning. ‘Yeah, that’s the one.’


‘I didn’t know it was you. I was planning to pop over this evening with a plant or something to say welcome. I’m so sorry.’


Ryan had no idea whatsoever why Juliet was apologising to him, though he’d noticed before that English people had a habit of doing that. She was still blushing like crazy.


‘You’re at number forty-eight?’ he asked.


She shook her head. ‘No, forty-four.’


‘The bungalow?’


‘Yeah, that’s the one. We only moved in a few months ago.’


‘In that case, it’s a pleasure to meet you, neighbour.’ He offered her his hand again. When she took it, he curled his fingers around hers, feeling her soft smooth flesh.


There was something about Juliet Marshall that intrigued him. Made him want to know more. She was soft, yet brittle, an intriguing combination.


It was also a dangerous combination, he reminded himself. And he was only here for a while. He needed complications like Juliet Marshall like he needed a hole in the head.


They were neighbours. That’s all they were, and as far as Ryan was concerned he should be perfectly happy to keep things like that. Friendly, neighbourly, but definitely minding his own business.


Even if part of him wanted to get all up in hers.


It was just after eight that evening when Ryan heard a rap on the front door. Charlie was sitting on the floor, playing with LEGO, while Ryan was drinking from his half-empty bottle of beer. He felt more American than he had in a long time, his stomach full of food he’d cooked on the grill. Tuna steaks rather than meat ones, and a local brew clutched in his hand. Strange how fast he was becoming reacclimatised.


Charlie looked up from his half-built fort. ‘Who’s that?’


‘I don’t know, kiddo. Forgot to put my x-ray specs on this morning.’ He shot him a grin. ‘I guess I’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way and actually answer the door.’


‘Maybe it’s Poppy,’ Charlie said hopefully. ‘Can I go out and play?’


‘I’m pretty sure Poppy’s getting ready for bed by now.’ He’d heard Juliet calling her from across the yard earlier. Ryan was more relaxed about bedtimes – as long as Charlie got enough sleep, everything was good.


‘Dammit.’ Charlie pursed his lips. ‘That’s no fun.’


Ryan was still chuckling at Charlie’s response when he opened the door. The smile slid off his lips as soon as he saw who was standing there.


‘What do you want?’ he asked. He glanced back to check that Charlie wasn’t in earshot.


The man in front of him seemed smaller than he remembered. Frailer, too. And yet looking at him made Ryan feel like he was ten years old again, watching his father’s face turn puce as he yelled at Ryan’s mother.


‘Someone told me they’d seen you in town. I wanted to check for myself,’ his father said.


‘Got back yesterday.’ Ryan kept his face impassive.


‘But why?’ the old man asked. ‘Why are you here after all these years?’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Your mother’s been crying all day.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ If he’d been younger, more impulsive, Ryan might have pointed out that it was his father who usually made her cry. But he wasn’t that child any more. He was a man. And he had his own child to protect.


‘It’s none of your business why I’m here,’ Ryan said.


Charlie popped his head around Ryan, his hand full of brightly coloured bricks. ‘Dad, can you help me with this?’


For a moment his father said nothing. Just stared down at Charlie. He looked back at the car, but Ryan’s father still hadn’t moved. ‘Is that your son?’


He sounded surprised. Ryan liked the fact he hadn’t found out everything. He’d assumed they’d discovered Charlie’s existence – it was just like his father to keep tabs on him wherever he was in the world. But at least he’d managed to keep this element of surprise.


‘Yes he is.’ Ryan hooked his arm around Charlie, pulling him close. It was impossible to ignore the need to protect him.


Charlie blinked at Ryan’s tone, staring up at him with guarded interest. But he said nothing, just watched and observed.


‘How long are you in town for?’ his father asked.


‘I don’t think that’s any of your business either.’


For the first time his father reacted. He narrowed his eyes, his thin lips disappearing into nothing. ‘It is my business. It’s family business. I want to know whether you’re planning on interfering with the company.’


Ryan stifled the urge to laugh. It wasn’t humour that made him want to let it out, more the realisation that some things hadn’t changed in all the years he’d been gone. The company came first, as always.


He might have held a third of the shares in the company – thanks to the inheritance he’d got from his grandfather – but Ryan had never wanted to be involved in the business. He gave all the dividends he earned away to charity – helping out the small town in Namibia where Charlie had been born. But he knew it killed his father to know that Ryan had any control.


Charlie shifted next to him, taking in every word. The need to get this man off his doorstep outweighed Ryan’s need to goad him. ‘I wasn’t planning on it. Unless you need my help.’


‘I don’t need anything from you. I just want to make sure you don’t interfere where you’re not wanted.’


‘Is that it?’ Ryan asked, pushing Charlie gently behind him as he stepped back into the hallway. ‘Because I have things to do. Perhaps next time you want to talk to me, you can make an appointment.’


‘You shouldn’t have come back. You know that.’ His father took one final look at him, then turned his back on Ryan and Charlie, heading back to the black sedan parked next to the sidewalk. Ryan closed the door, leaning back on it for a moment, trying to catch his breath.


It had been a heck of a day. From the moment he’d woken up he hadn’t had a chance to take a breath. The removal trucks, Charlie getting beaten up at school, meeting the pretty woman with the dark clouds in her eyes. Seeing his father for the first time in years was the icing on the cake.


Coming back to Shaw Haven had seemed like such a good idea a few weeks ago. What the hell had he been thinking?


‘Mommy, do you think Daddy’s lonely?’ Poppy was lying in her bed, face up to the ceiling, while Juliet was curled up next to her. She was still holding the copy of The Cat in the Hat which they’d been reading together, Poppy spelling out the words as Juliet pointed to them.


This was Juliet’s favourite time of the evening – lying next to a sleepy Poppy, the two of them discussing how their day had gone.


‘I don’t know, honey,’ Juliet said. ‘But I think he’s okay. He’s busy at work, and when he comes home he has Grandma and Grandpa to talk to.’ They lived on the same land, after all. Two properties built next to each other, overlooking Chesapeake Bay.


‘And Nicole. She looks after him too.’


‘Yes she does.’ Juliet licked her lips, so dry in spite of the early fall humidity. ‘So I think your daddy is just fine.’


‘He was grumpy last weekend when I stayed with them. I heard him arguing with Nicole. Something about a party she wanted to go to.’


Juliet kept herself still, not wanting to show any reaction. But if she was being really honest she couldn’t help but feel a bit of satisfaction at the thought of Thomas and Nicole having a row. She just wished they didn’t have to do it in front of Poppy.


Sometimes she wished a lot of things. It didn’t mean they came true though.


‘Well, lots of people have arguments,’ Juliet said, trying not to remember all the ones she’d had with Thomas. ‘But then they make up again. Look at you and the new boy at school. You seem like you’re friends now.’


‘I like Charlie. He’s cool. He’s been to eleventy-hundred different countries, and he knows how to say no in ten different languages.’


Juliet smiled. ‘He sounds like a clever boy.’


‘But not as clever as me. I’m the cleverest in the class.’ Poppy smiled. ‘I got all our spellings right today. The teacher gave me a star.’


‘You did?’ Juliet turned her head to smile at her daughter. ‘You are a clever girl.’


‘I’m going to tell Daddy when I see him this weekend.’


Juliet kept the smile firmly on her face. ‘He’ll be so proud. But you know you could have called on the phone to tell him. He always likes to hear from you.’


‘I like to hear from him, too.’ Poppy stared up at the ceiling, where Juliet had fixed fluorescent stars to the plaster. When they’d first moved in, they’d decorated every room in the bungalow. It had felt cathartic, marking it out as hers. Freeing, even, as she’d stood in front of the paint chart in Home Depot, and realised that nobody was going to criticise her choice, or tell her it wasn’t in keeping with the rest of the house. She could have painted the whole place vermillion, and nobody would have blinked an eyelid.


‘Can we get a cat?’ Poppy asked.


Juliet laughed at her complete change of subject. ‘What makes you ask that?’


‘I just like them. Noah has a cat and a dog. But dogs are big and they bark too much. Cats are much nicer.’


‘I don’t think we can have a pet right now, sweetheart. I’m out at work all day and you’re at school. It wouldn’t be fair to leave it on its own all that time.’


‘Can’t you stay home like you used to? I liked that.’


Juliet’s heart clenched. That felt like a lifetime ago – she was a different person then. She’d had enough time not only to take care of her daughter, but to take care of herself, too. It had been expected of her. Regular trips to the beautician, her own personal shopper, dinner out at least four times a week, supporting Thomas as he wined and dined clients.


As much as she loved having her own business – and being her own boss – she’d be lying if she said she didn’t miss having more time on her hands, especially for her daughter. It felt as if the only time she got to sit still was when she was reading Poppy a story. Maybe that’s why they both enjoyed it so much.


‘I can’t stay at home,’ she said, her voice thick with emotion. ‘I need to be at the shop. I have a lot of customers to look after, they’d miss me if I wasn’t there.’


‘I love flowers,’ Poppy said, the cat already forgotten. ‘I like it when you bring them home.’


She was sounding sleepy, her voice low and dragged out, like a record being played at the wrong speed. Turning onto her side, she nestled into Juliet, curling her legs up beneath her.


Juliet stroked Poppy’s hair, her heart full of love for her daughter. This was the silver lining to her separation from Thomas. No more missing bedtime because she had to accompany him to a dinner. Instead she got to read to her daughter every night.


Leaning down, she pressed her lips to Poppy’s cheek, feeling the warmth of her skin. ‘Good night, honey,’ she whispered, though Poppy’s steady breaths told her she was already asleep. ‘Dream sweet dreams. I love you so much.’


Sometimes that was the only thing Juliet was certain of.
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Women may fall when there’s no strength in men


– Romeo and Juliet


‘We’ve set a date,’ Juliet’s younger sister, Cesca, said, her beaming smile lighting up Juliet’s laptop. She was Skypeing with her sisters – Cesca, of course, plus Kitty and Lucy. The four of them tried to talk once a week, no matter where in the world they were. And right now Kitty was in LA, Lucy in Edinburgh and from the looks of it Cesca was in Paris.


Maybe one day they’d all be on the same continent, at least.


‘You have?’ Juliet asked, grinning. ‘When’s the big day?’ Cesca’s engagement to her movie-star boyfriend, Sam, had been one of the few light moments in Juliet’s darkness this year. ‘And where are you going to do it?’


There was no mistaking the glow on Cesca’s face. ‘Next July in the Scottish Highlands. We want to get married at Lucy’s castle.’


Lucy, the eldest of the four, rolled her eyes. ‘It’s not a castle and it’s not mine,’ she pointed out, but she still couldn’t hide her smile. None of them could – it was just such good news.


‘Okay, at Lachlan’s lodge then,’ Cesca said. Lachlan was Lucy’s boyfriend, and the previous year he’d inherited an estate in the highlands of Scotland. According to Lucy, Cesca and Kitty it had one of the most beautiful landscapes they’d ever seen. No wonder Cesca wanted to be married up there. It also had the added advantage of privacy – something Cesca and Sam had very little of during their everyday lives. The paparazzi loved them too much.


Juliet was the only one of them who hadn’t seen the castle.


‘And of course I want you all to be my bridesmaids,’ Cesca said. ‘And for Poppy to be my flower girl.’


Juliet watched as Lucy and Kitty agreed noisily, already asking about colours and dress styles. She tried to smile, tried to ignore that sick feeling in her stomach that was tugging at her. But her efforts were futile.


‘What about you, Jules, what colour do you think she should have?’ Lucy asked, finally noticing Juliet’s silence. ‘You’ve got the best eye out of all of us.’


Juliet stared at her three sisters, taking in their happiness, their expectation. Her chest tightened like a snake was squeezing her.


‘I don’t know if I’ll be able to come.’


‘What?’ Lucy asked, frowning.


‘Thomas won’t let me take Poppy out of the country until we have a separation agreement. And we don’t, not yet.’ Juliet licked her dry lips. She hated bringing her sisters down, especially when Cesca had such good news.


‘What?’ Cesca asked, looking appalled. ‘Can he do that?’ She shook her head. ‘Lucy, surely we can do something?’


‘Not until they have a legal agreement,’ Lucy said. Of the four of them, she was the only one who knew exactly how bad things were for Juliet. As the two eldest, they’d been the ones to keep things going after their mother’s death when they were both teenagers. They’d always been each other’s confidantes, and Lucy had proved to be Juliet’s rock over the past few months.


‘When will that be?’ Cesca asked. ‘It must be soon, right? You two have been separated for months, he can’t make you wait that much longer.’


Juliet shrugged, but she felt anything but nonchalant. ‘I don’t know. There’s a lot to sort out. Not just custody but our assets, alimony and child support.’ And Thomas was playing hardball. It was as if he was deliberately dragging everything out.


‘But I don’t want to get married if you aren’t there,’ Cesca said, her face crumpling. Juliet bit her lip to stifle the tears that were threatening to rise to the surface. The thought of her sister getting married and Juliet not seeing it was awful. She felt like an exile, separated from the ones she loved. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could take it.


She took a deep breath, then forced a smile back onto her face. ‘I’ll ask Thomas,’ she said, as much to calm Cesca down as anything else. ‘Maybe he’ll be flexible if I explain what it’s all about.’


‘That’s a good idea.’ Lucy smiled at her warmly. ‘Maybe he’ll be reasonable for once.’


‘Maybe,’ Juliet agreed, her cheeks starting to ache. But she wouldn’t bet on it. Sometimes she wondered what had happened to that charming, handsome man she’d met in a park in Oxford all those years ago.


Life. That’s what had happened. The same things he’d loved about her had become annoyances. In the last year of their marriage she’d heard him sigh more than she’d seen him smile. And if she was honest, she’d been exactly the same.


Nowadays the only thing they had in common was Poppy – and thankfully they both loved her very much. Everything else seemed like a fight that was impossible to win. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to try.


‘Are you nearly ready, honey?’ Juliet called out. Poppy came running into the bedroom, still in her pyjamas, clutching a picture she’d drawn in school on Friday. It was of the three of them – Juliet, Thomas and Poppy – though Juliet and Thomas were on opposite sides of the page, and Poppy had strangely long arms as she was holding each of their hands. Juliet watched as her daughter laid the paper on top of her folded clothes, then helped her close up the case.


She wasn’t sad to see the back of that drawing. It was a scene that happened the world over – two people divided, their child pulled between them like Stretch Armstrong. But it hurt like hell to look at it.


‘You need to get dressed,’ Juliet reminded her. ‘Daddy will be here in a minute.’


It was barely nine in the morning – a few minutes before Thomas was due to arrive. The weekend stretched out in front of Juliet like an unwelcome visitor.


Thomas’s car pulled up outside the house five minutes later. He climbed out of the black sedan, his face screwed up as he looked at the house. Seeing him was enough to make her chest constrict. He looked like the man she knew, he still sounded like the man she knew, but everything else felt so alien.


‘Daddy’s here,’ Poppy called out.


She came running down the hallway, skidding to a stop beside Juliet. With wide eyes Juliet took in her daughter’s clothes. She was wearing a blue and white stripy top, red leggings and a pink fluffy tutu. On her feet were her very favourite silver sandals, glittering in the sunlight.


‘That’s a pretty outfit,’ Juliet said.


Poppy beamed. ‘I chose it all myself.’


‘I know.’ Juliet tried to smile. ‘All your favourite things at once. Are you sure you’re going to be okay in those sandals? It’s getting cold outside.’


Poppy nodded her head vigorously. ‘I’ve got socks on, see?’ She wiggled her toes. ‘I’ll be nice and cosy.’


Thomas knocking on the front door dashed any hopes of persuading her to put on something more suitable. Grabbing Poppy’s bags, Juliet stepped outside onto the porch.


‘Hello, sweetheart.’ Thomas leaned down to kiss his daughter’s head. Then he looked her up and down, and the familiar frown returned. ‘Are you going to get dressed before we go?’


An almost hysterical laugh bubbled up in Juliet’s throat. It took everything she had to swallow it down. ‘She is dressed.’


‘Do you like them?’ Poppy beamed at her father. ‘Aren’t I pretty?’ She took the edges of her tutu in her hands, dipping her legs to give him a curtsey.


‘You’re beautiful.’ He blinked as though something was caught in his eye. ‘But maybe you can put something a little smarter on. We’re going to breakfast with some of my business associates. One of your dresses would be perfect.’


Poppy’s lip trembled. ‘Don’t you like my clothes?’


‘Of course I do.’ He looked up at Juliet, as if expecting her to say something. He wasn’t used to talking to Poppy about clothes – they’d always been Juliet’s domain. He was a wide-eyed fish out of water.
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