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Chapter 1
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Anna looped bubble-wrap around her father's favorite sculpture: a peacock made entirely out of mirrors. The only upside of moving out of the house was the possibility that this monstrosity would never see the light again.

“Give that another layer, Anna. We can’t be too careful.” Her father, Walter Elliot, was dressed more for a working lunch at the yacht club than for helping with the packing. He turned his head as if to read the spines on the bookshelf. “Are you sure the books will be safe, left behind?”

“It would look so bare without them," Anna said. She still couldn’t believe they had to move out of her childhood home. Her father had always been disgustingly wealthy, to the point of embarrassment. And yet it had come to this: stripping the place of their personal effects. Was Walter really worried about the books? He hadn't opened one in years. “And Selina said he's a writer." 

Was Walter even listening?

Selina had been trying to soften the blow when she'd told Anna that particular detail about the new tenant. As Walter's commercial manager, Selina had the family's finances and reputation in mind, but she was also Anna's godmother; she knew that Anna's sense of fairness might have been appeased by a creative type rising to the top, ousting a father who rarely seemed worthy of his many privileges.

Walter gave an ominous hum. "Prestigious, apparently, but I've never heard of him." He inspected himself in the mirror above the mantelpiece; fingered the dark hair at his temples. He looked rather like the advertisement for his beloved Chiffre Rouge watch: tan and clean-shaven, gray hairs dyed chestnut every eighth of the month, and perhaps a little Botox at the same time. Hard to be sure but, for sixty, he was awfully smooth in the forehead department. 

Anna unraveled the last of the roll of bubble-wrap. To think, just yesterday she'd had her students researching the longevity of single-use-plastics, and here she was drowning in hypocrisy. She pinched a corner, eliciting a satisfying pop.

The familiar growl of her brother Max's Audi rumbled to a stop outside.

Walter plucked a pretentious statuette from the bookcase and sighed. "I'm sure Selina did her homework, but I don't like the sound of the man. Perhaps we should delay the move, make sure we've considered all our options."

"We can't afford to wait." Anna looked over at him, but he wouldn't let her catch his eye; he was gazing out at the harbor view. 

Max announced his arrival: "Phillipe's had a cancellation. Table's ours. One o'clock!" He was dressed to the nines, and Kay followed him, in spike heels and a fresh coat of sunset-orange mani-pedi. They clearly weren't here to wrap knickknacks and load boxes.

"Making progress?" Max pushed sunglasses worth more than a week's groceries up into his coiffed blond hair, then went through to the open-plan kitchen.

Kay kissed Walter on the cheek. "You've clearly earned a break."

Anna tore the last tape off the roll, and Kay plucked a new roll of tape from the sideboard. She was Max's personal assistant, and had a knack for bringing out the worst in both him and Walter, but she passed Anna the tape.

"Thank you." Anna twisted it onto the dispenser.

"There's not much left here, is there?" Walter glanced around the room, unseeing.

"Nothing important." Max pushed a glass into the ice-dispenser. Anna looked up at the sharp clink and crack, only to see him stroking the fridge. “Can we leave instructions for the ice maker? Selina didn’t just take their references without doing some, you know, digging, right?” 

"She sent me their deets." Kay perched on a bar stool, pulling out her phone. "Selina asked me to do keys and what-not, since she'll be in Australia then."

Anna slid the tape-dispenser along the seam in the wrapping.

"Can't hurt to Google him." Max peered over Kay's shoulder. "Adam La...fo-lu-ah."

On hearing the name, Anna's hand slipped. The razor edge of the dispenser grazed the skin off her knuckle. 

No one noticed her hiss. They were all crowded around Kay's phone.

"This is Selina's idea of a reputable tenant?" Walter turned away.

Max tore the phone out of Kay's hand. "A journalist. What is Selina thinking?"

"She did say he was famous." Kay stood up, but didn't reach for her phone.

Anna slid down to sit on the floor. Adam Lafolua!

"Well I've never heard of him." Max pawed at the screen. "Maybe it's his wife who's famous. She's kind of hot. Sophie Wentworth. Sounds familiar."

"I'm calling Selina. We can't have this." Walter noticed Anna staring at him. "Don't give me that look, Anna. This is my business. I'm a good judge of character—of a tenant. It's not what you think."

Did he actually think she was shocked by his barely-veiled racism? As if that could elicit the lung-shrinking, world-spinning gut-punch Max had just landed. 

And Max had no idea.

Thank God, Max had no idea.

"Wentworth. Wentworth. Where do I know that name from?" He let Kay take her phone back.

"It'll come to you when you're thinking of something else. Like which wine to pair with lunch?"

"Phillipe's!" Max dashed past Anna and out of the room. She shrouded the mirrored head of the statue and strangled it with tape. 

Into his phone, Walter all-but shouted at poor Selina. "This La-la fellow just won't do. It doesn't look right. I don't like it. Call me when you get this." He gave a heavy sigh.

Max barreled back in. "Wentworth was the name of that—that piece of work." He turned to Anna. "That chick you... you know.”

"Sophie Wentworth?" Kay looked properly impressed.

"No, no." Anna found her voice. "Not Sophie."

"Right then." Walter buttoned his jacket with a flourish. "Selina will sort it. I have nothing more to say about any of them."

With that, thank heaven, they left Anna in peace. 

Well, maybe not peace, per se. Typing the first four letters of Frida's handle was enough: the rest appeared. 

Too easy.

A mosaic of photos filled the screen. Frida’s eye, her sense with a camera, was a kind of alchemy Anna had never understood. A picture of a street—could be anywhere in the world—scuffed shoes, bony ankles, the hem of jeans, pale and frayed in the foreground, and crumbling pavement in sharp focus, the traffic behind, a blur of color. 

The next photo was a pattern, like a chevron. Anna tilted her head. The shapes became seats—on an airplane, all the headrests, slightly off-set by the angle of the photo, the light flat and warm.

Frida was flying... somewhere. Anna flicked her thumb down, pleading with Instagram and God for an update, a location, even an airline. 

Nothing.

She threw her phone aside and dove at the polished bronze. One layer of bubble wrap and the occasional strategically-placed square of cardboard ought to do it. Her father didn't trust the moving company to handle his prized collection. Being particular—nay, pedantic—about the superiority of every one of his possessions was the price his ego required. Similarly, he would enjoy laying a complaint if anything got damaged.

Anna trussed up an atrocious glass piece and then threw the tape across the room. Next, she needed to tackle all the detritus in the backs of the cupboards. 

It felt like a good thing, to be going through everything, sorting out their lives, what was worth holding on to and what they were better off without.

Oh, if only it were that easy.

She didn't even know if Frida was coming back to New Zealand. Just the merest possibility had her spinning. And at the same time, somehow, lent brutal clarity: Anna needed a change. And perhaps a personality transplant too.

Unfortunately, the living room cupboards didn't serve up the transformation she longed for. The next door revealed a hoard of thick old photo albums with marbled plastic covers.

Her phone buzzed. A text message from her sister, Meredith: ‘The nanny’s been gone two days. I’m tearing my hair out. She’s spoiled the boys rotten. They’re unbearable.’

Waiting for the inevitable follow-up message, Anna flicked across to Instagram. Frida's profile picture was a cropped bit of an expressionist painting, a goat clutching at a violin.

Another message from Mere arrived. ‘You teachers have it so good. Six weeks vacation? What I’d do to have that much time entirely to myself!’

Anna wrote, ‘I do have a bit of work to do, but I’d love to hang out with the boys. Any time you like. Did you get the results of your blood tests? How are you feeling?’

She hit send and looked around the living room, at the chaos of crumpled lists and boxes, half-finished drinks and empty rolls of tape. 

After this cupboard she’d start tidying up. There was a photo box hiding behind the albums. No one had put photos in albums since Mom had died. This box might contain anything. Full of equal parts curiosity and dread, Anna pulled it into the light.

Mere’s answer lit up the phone screen. ‘I feel dreadful. But the tests told them nothing. I’m losing all faith in the medical profession.’

‘I can come stay for a few days, keep the boys out of your hair so you can rest," Anna wrote, then deleted the offer. And rewrote it. Twice. 

Her nephews would be happy to see her. She wouldn’t be in everyone’s way. She wouldn’t have to pretend to care that Kay’s purse was real Prada, or that Max had met some fabulous potential investor, or that Walter was having lunch with the mayor. Anna wouldn’t rain on anyone’s parade at Mere’s.

Pressing send, she slipped the lid off the photo box. Memories spat in her face. These were all hers... and Frida's. Anna felt the crisp edges of the prints, flicking through, immediately breathless. There was one of her laughing—she looked so young! In another she was reading, so serious, but there was something else there, a contentedness, a hopefulness, a sense of safety, of belonging.

The next photo was the two of them together. Frida had taken it with an elaborate professional camera not designed for selfies, her tanned arm flexed and outstretched, filling the corner of the frame. Anna remembered the exact moment... too clearly. The scent of her. The warmth. The texture of her hair. The taste of her skin, her lips, her neck. In the picture, Frida was looking at Anna, watching her with an expression like awe on her face. 

She’d been utterly lost. They both had been. Exquisitely happy.

A few of these Anna had taken, but all of them they’d developed together in the downstairs bathroom, sitting on the cold tiles, their legs entwined in the dark. The heat of Frida’s skin, the delicious ache of longing, the thrill of just watching her stand up from the floor, her disheveled skirt and shirt falling almost back into place. Almost, but not quite. Long legs, thick thighs and defined calf muscles, a triangle of soft stomach, Anna hadn’t been able to look away. 

“This is good practice, for hotel bathrooms,” Frida had said, nudging at the photo developing in the bathroom sink. “So long as they don’t have automated lights on sensors.”

“I doubt any hotel we can afford will have automated anything.” Anna had leaned back against the tub, watching Frida tuck the toe of one foot under the arch of the other: the muscle flexing in her thigh, the shadow of her skirt. Anna knew Frida’s body probably better than her own at that point. Every bit of it, she’d studied and adored.

“If we go to Jakarta, we can stay on Sophie’s couch. They’re all set up there. Adam’s doing some climate change piece, guest lecturing at the university on the side. But cheap flights to Southeast Asia come up pretty regularly. It’s the obvious place to start.”

Anna hadn’t known how they’d pay for any of it, but dreams wouldn't add fifty cents to her student loan.

“We’ll find a cheap flat, live on noodles. And for dessert...” Frida ran her foot up over Anna’s knee, then sank back to the floor. Her warm, smooth skin, her certainty; it had all seemed possible.

The phone rang, calling Anna back to the present, the packing, the mess. It was Selina. “How’s Australia?” said Anna, turning the photos face-down, hoping Selina wouldn't notice any strain in Anna's voice. 

But there was handwriting on the back of the photo.

“I just talked to Walter,” Selina said. “The apartment fell through.”

"What?" But the house was already promised to tenants. Frida's family, of all tenants. Frida already thought the worst of the lot of them. And now... “What are we going to do?”

“It’s alright. I remembered your idea about staying on the boat."

"I was kidding." Maybe Anna could stay there by herself. Let Dad and Max do what they liked.

"Walter took it very seriously."

"He's considering living on the boat?"

"Not considering. Decided."

“Are you serious?”

“Your berth is small, I know, but there are worse places to spend the summer.”

Anna stuttered.

"Just think of the money saved."

Selina was right. Selina often was. She was Anna's godmother, her most trusted friend, and one of the few people who knew how to manage Walter Elliot. The only other, Anna's mother, had died nine years ago. The man sorely needed managing. 

"The Lafolua's lease is just for three months. And you only have to sleep on the boat. Great walks around the harbor front. Just think." Selina went on about the perks of living at the marina.

Anna had offered to stay with Meredith, to help with the boys. She couldn't tell Selina that, though. Selina wouldn’t like that at all. She'd say Meredith was taking advantage of Anna, hijacking a well-earned summer vacation. 

But Selina was in Australia for the next three weeks. Anna could probably get away with a little doormat-ish behavior. “Don’t worry about me, Selina. Have a gorgeous trip, okay?”

Anna ended the call and Instagram filled her phone screen.

There was a new photo on Frida’s feed. A bright grassy slope, green and yellow, rising steep in front of the photographer, and up above her a gnarly tree with gray-green leaves and bright bursts of red flowers. 

A pohutukawa tree. There was no mistaking it. Frida was back in New Zealand.

Anna put her phone down on the floor, pushing it away from her. Without thought, she turned the old photo around to read what was written on the back. 

From the moment we met, totally yours, FW.

***
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EIGHT YEARS AGO...

Anna was just beginning to get the hang of making candy floss: the twirl of the stick, the rhythm and speed necessary to collect wispy threads of spun sugar into a bundle which, en masse, eventually, began to look pink.

A tendril caught the breeze, dancing off and away. Anna watched it flutter out from under the awning of her stall at the church fair. It landed in the sun-streaked hair of a woman whose face was hidden almost entirely behind an enormous camera.

Anna pointed to the candy floss in her hair and tried to remember the name of the vicar's sister, whom she'd said would be taking photos for the paper. “You have, um...”

The camera flashed right at Anna.

The photographer lifted her face from the camera and smiled. A smile that made Anna forget the candy floss, the stick in her hand, the line of people waiting, the hot machine—until it singed her elbow. She snatched her arm back from the rim.

“You alright?” The photographer let her camera drop, and it hung by the strap around her neck. She took the stick of candy floss from Anna’s hand and passed it to the person at the front of the line.

“It’s fine,” Anna lied, inspecting the back of her arm as best she could. There was a pink stripe above her elbow.

“Mona!” The photographer called out to the vicar. “Where’s the first aid?”

The vicar rushed over.

“Are candy floss burns on the Health and Safety plan?” the photographer teased.

“It’s just a tiny—”

The photographer put her cool fingers to Anna’s skin, stealing her voice.

“Let me take over,” Mona said. “The church freezer is all meals for the sick. Frida, take her up to the house and find some ice, will you?”

“Sure.”

Mona gave her sister a look, almost a warning. Anna didn’t know what to make of it.

In Mona's kitchen, water splattered out of the sink, painting dark marks on Anna’s t-shirt. But the cold was sweet relief. Frida put her camera on top of the microwave and threw open the freezer. “Why is she freezing bread crusts?”

Anna laughed, suddenly nervous. Mona’s kitchen seemed too small for them both. Frida twisted a tray of ice cubes and Anna caught a whiff of her shampoo, like sour apples, fresh and bright. Crick-crack went the ice. “Bags, bags, wherefore art thou? Ah ha!” Frida plucked a scrunched shopping bag from behind a cupboard. “Ice baby. Too cold.” Frida knotted the bag and handed it to Anna.

“Thanks.” The shock of cold sent shivers head to toe. Frida was watching her: dark eyes daring, full lips turned out in concern or curiosity or something else—but that was probably wishful thinking. 

Being out was fairly new for Anna, but it had made such a difference, such a profound change in her very experience of the world. A couple of months ago she could have stood here and told herself this was nothing. Not anymore; this was chemistry, pure and simple.

“Does that help?” Frida stepped back. Maybe she too was feeling the proximity.

“Definitely.”

“Sorry I surprised you—if that’s why you burned yourself.”

“No, my fault for not paying attention,” said Anna.

“I should have asked permission to take the picture.”

“Mona warned us you’d be taking photos.”

“You just looked so... avid?”

“Avid?”

“Intent. Serious—watching the candy floss.”

“Well, it’s a serious business.” Anna felt bold, as if she were in costume, playing a part, or in a dream: she felt braver than in real life. Except this was real.

“Wanna see your photo?” Frida grabbed the camera. “See? You’re so...”

“Serious.”

“Delicious.”

“That’s the candy floss.”

Frida cocked her head to the side, eyes full of questions. “So, do you... I mean are you a regular at Mona’s church?”

“I help with the youth group.”

“Oh, so you’re like serious?”

“I’m training to be a teacher, so, good practice, I guess,” said Anna.

“Not that there’s anything wrong with being serious.”

“No.”

“Mona’s serious,” said Frida.

“I’m not that serious.”

“Good.”

“Good?”

Frida blushed and gave a nod. “How’s the burn?”

“Numb. How long has it been?”

“Like five minutes.”

The sounds of the fair, just down the hill, wafted up through the garden and only made the kitchen feel more intimate. 

“Which newspaper do you work for?” Anna said.

“I freelance. But I’m still a student. Fine Arts. And you’re at teacher’s college, you said. Which building is that in?”

“It’s a separate campus, but I have a couple of lectures up at the university. I’m playing catch-up. It’s a long story.”

“We have... ten, fifteen minutes.”

“Oh. Well then,” Anna hesitated. She was getting better at saying it. “I took some time off last year. My Mom died, so...”

“Oh shit, sorry. Right, fair enough.”

“It wasn’t a surprise or anything. Or maybe it’s always a surprise, even if you know it’s coming. But Mona’s helped a lot.”

“Grief counseling?”

Anna nodded.

“And then she roped you into volunteering?”

“No, Mom used to come here, used to bring me along.”

“You buy into all this then? Think she was onto something?” said Frida.

“It seems to help, so I’m willing to take the risk that it’s not all myths and legends.”

“When you put it like that...”

“You don’t buy it?”

“No, but Mona is more like a Mom to me than a sister, and if something happened to her... I might feel differently.”

The burn flared again and Anna twisted herself in a knot to look at it.

“Still sore?”

“A bit, but I think the ice has probably done its job. And Mona must have a hundred other things to do—I kinda dropped her in it.”

“Ah, she loves it,” said Frida.

No doubt about that. Hours later, packing down the stalls of the fair, Mona was still smiling, energetic, directing volunteers to pick up this and fold that and put those under the stairs. 

“How many?” Mona sidled up to Anna, who was counting marquee poles.

“Forty-six.”

Mona wrote on her clipboard. “How’s the burn?”

“Fine. Frida found me some ice, so...”

“But did she refill the tray?”

“I don’t... no, I don’t think she did.”

“Too busy flirting?”

Anna laughed, suddenly self-conscious.

“She asked me if you were...” the vicar dropped her voice. Mona didn’t have an issue, but the same could not safely be said of everyone in the parish. “I didn’t want to break your confidence.”

“Oh.”

Mona smiled. “She won’t refill your ice trays, so consider yourself warned.”
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Chapter 2
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Anna parked her trusty Toyota beside Meredith’s BMW. She went around the back, half-expecting to find the boys dive-bombing into the pool, ringing in the summer with screams of delight. But the pool was calm and empty, the garden silent but for the constant chirping cicadas. 

“Anyone home?” Anna poked her head around the ranch slider.

“Is that you, Anna?” Mere groaned more than spoke. She was lying on the window seat, an eye mask pushed up to her forehead, making her blonde hair spike out above her ears. With French-manicured nails, she clutched at a thin woven blanket. Toes to match poked out the end.

Anna picked up a toy truck from the floor, put it on the coffee table and sat on the ottoman. “How are you feeling?”

“My head has not stopped pounding all morning. I’ve taken everything I can without risking liver failure. And what does Charlie do? Disappears for the day. What if I were having an aneurysm?”

“He took the boys? Isn’t he working?”

“Left them with the twins, next door.” The twins were Meredith's husband’s younger siblings. They had just finished their second year of university, though it seemed just a month since they were pimply, precocious pre-teens.

“Well at least you’ve had some peace and quiet. Shall I put the jug on?” Anna went to the kitchen without waiting for an answer. “How are the twins?”

“How would I know? They swim in my pool daily, but hardly bother to come into the house. Now that you’re here, I’m sure they will.” Mere got up from the window seat, found she could traverse the room, and joined Anna at the breakfast bar. “Not that I want them to, especially. Louis talks a mile a minute, and Hannah just winds Oscar up.”

“Are they working at Upper Crust for the summer?”

“I’ve rarely see either of them making pizzas or wiping tables or anything vaguely resembling work, but yes, that’s the idea.”

“Honey with your tea?”

“Honey has more sugar per teaspoon than straight sugar.”

Anna pushed a steaming cup of black tea across the counter toward her sister.

“The organic sweetener is behind the pomegranate infusion,” said Mere.

“With Christmas coming, thank goodness you haven’t given up all sweets.” Anna gave her a sachet and a teaspoon. “My colleague Jess makes all sorts of amazing baking with dates and coconut sugar and I have no idea what else but...”

“What would be the point of cutting out sugar only to load up on carbs?”

“Oh.”

“It’s a small miracle, what with all the left-over pizza and pasta Charlie brings home from the restaurant, but I’ve lost a full dress size in only a month.”

“Oh.”

“You should try it, since you’re here. We can be sisters in arms, standing strong against the tide of Italian food.” Meredith laughed. “I could have done with some support last night at the Poole’s Christmas party!”

“You were well enough to go?”

“I was fine yesterday. Only today I’ve relapsed.”

“Was it a fun night?” Anna wanted to kick herself for reminding Meredith of her illness, just as she seemed to have forgotten all about it.

Mere shrugged in summation of the party. “You do make a good cup of tea, Anna. Couldn’t you have come on Monday?”

“I’ve been flat-out with end-of-year stuff at school. I had my classroom to sort out, not to mention my office—total chaos. And then there was all the packing, and getting the house ready for tenants—oh, speaking of which, I have to go and let the Lafoluas in tomorrow.”

Mere, thank heaven, had been in Canada on a school exchange when Frida and Anna were dating. It was all over before Mere returned home. The name Frida Wentworth wouldn’t mean anything to Meredith.

Out the corner of her eye, through the window, Anna saw movement; Dominic Romano was dragging the trash cans out to the curb. He waved to her, grinning and nodding toward the restaurant. Anna waved back. “I think that was an invitation to lunch.”

Meredith huffed. “He should have come in and invited you properly.”

Anna smiled into the last of her tea. “It’s fine, Mere. We’re family.” Or close enough; he was Charlie and the twins’ father—Mere’s father in law—but the Romanos always made Anna feel like she belonged.

Mere stepped into silver sandals at the back door. “I must warn you, Louis and Hannah are trying to make their mark on the place. Hipster is the word, I believe. Old Mason jars and bare light bulbs, blackboards everywhere, and oh! you won’t believe what they’ve got strung up on the wall.”

It was an ancient-looking bicycle, with 'Bottecchia' in bold white lettering on the rusted turquoise frame. Nothing to do with pizza, but it looked great.

A trestle table was pushed up against the exposed brick wall and the kids were perched on chairs, intent on the job at hand. Louis, at twenty, looked like the baby-faced Backstreet Boy. He spun lazily on a low stool and reached over to help his nephew.

Anna snaked through the tables and tickled her nephews’ shoulders, eliciting a squeal out of Oscar and a gasp from Cameron. “Look at you boys, all grown up, working at the restaurant.”

“Auntie Anna!” Oscar was already standing on his chair and it was the work of a moment to leap into her arms.

Anna caught the wriggling child, securing him on her hip then ruffling Cam’s hair. “Hey you, having a good summer so far?”

“We had gelato for morning tea," the boy confessed.

Louis gave Anna a guilty grin. “Maybe don’t mention that to Mere.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it," Anna said and put Oscar safely back on his chair. “Is Hannah around here somewhere?”

“Making pizzas.”

“I’ll go say hello.”

Anna ducked into the kitchen, careful not to get in the way. 

Hands full of torn mozzarella, Hannah spotted her. “Hey, hey! Summer vacation is officially on, now Anna’s here.” Her hair all tucked up in a cap, Hannah still managed to look stunning, bright blue eyes and a million freckles. She had the bold expressions and gestures of her Italian father, but her mother’s Celtic coloring. 

Speaking of her mother: “Anna!” Marian Romano flicked her tea towel over her shoulder and skipped across to give Anna a hug. “Oh, it’s been too long. How are you?”

“Very glad school is finished. How are things here?”

“I’m run off my feet,” she said, but she was wearing three-inch wedge heels nonetheless. “Christmas parties and, well, it’s summer, who needs an excuse to eat, drink and be merry?”

The place was frantic, and conversation at a minimum, but no one asked about Walter or Max. No one mentioned the letting of Anna’s family home, or that she was about to go live on a boat. It was a relief of sorts, to not need to speak of it all, but Anna felt a strong sense of gratitude for Selina, who might be on the far side of the Tasman Sea but cared enough to send daily messages full of sympathy and understanding.

Anna was considering how to answer one such message, that evening, when Louis and Hannah got off work. They stripped off to their swimwear on the lawn, diving like the sleek young things they were into Meredith’s pool. Mere’s husband Charlie, their older brother by a decade, snatched his iPad out of splash-range.

After a few laps, Louis went to change and get himself a drink. 

Hannah leapt backwards into a flip then surfaced to say, “Come on, Anna. You know you want to.” She was all melodrama and flirtation, strawberry blonde and who knew if she was ever entirely serious?

Charlie shook his head. “That ain’t right.”

Hannah’s laugh cracked through the garden. “Anna’s like my guru. The elder of my tribe.”

“Gee, thanks.” Anna bit back a laugh.

“Who else am I gonna learn from? This is the straightest family in the world.”

“I thought you were bi.” Charlie took a long swig of his beer. He was still in his office clothes, just one extra button undone, and bare feet under suit trousers.

“So?”

“Never mind.” Charlie had slightly old-fashioned tendencies, wasn’t quick to adopt new ideas or embrace change. He was all lined up to run the family restaurant if or when his parents ever retired. He’d studied business for that purpose, and in the meantime got himself a sensible job, and every time he caught a bonus or promotion talked of franchising Upper Crust. But he was more talk than anything. He was too risk-averse to be a natural entrepreneur. And it was so much easier to blow the money on a new tennis racket or camera lens.

Anna turned her attention back to Selina’s text.

‘Please tell me you haven’t been roped into nannying your nephews. I cannot bear the thought of that woman getting a free ride all summer while you work—unpaid at that!’

By that woman she meant Kay, who would be getting a free ride regardless of Anna’s situation. Truth be told, Anna would rather be here. Even if her bedroom at Mere’s was no bigger than her berth on the boat. Even if she would be woken by the boys at the crack of dawn. Even if every Romano would bend her ear with complaints about other Romanos, pouring out confidences and I wonder if you could have a word with Mere about... oh, a thousand different things.

It had already begun. During a mid-afternoon lull, Marian Romano had brought her espresso over to where Anna had been admiring Louis’ choice of new art-prints. “I am glad you’ve come to stay. That nanny Mere and Charlie had this year—they’re better off without her. Such a flirt. I was a little worried she’d string along both Louis and Hannah—which could only end in tears.”

While Anna tossed the salad for dinner, Mere had bombarded her with an itemized list of every offense, real or imagined, her mother-in-law had ever committed—most of which had to do with what she fed Cam and Oscar.

Charlie had no sooner poured Anna a Pinot Grigio than he begged her to convince Mere to give up her lifetime habit of hypochondria.

While Charlie was showering and changing out of his tennis gear, Mere asked Anna to make him realize that she was truly much more ill than she ever let on.

Anna typed an answer to Selina, ‘You know I love the Romanos, and Christmas with my nephews will be great fun.'

Hannah gave up on swimming alone and flopped down on a sun-lounger near Anna. “I’m so glad you’re staying for the summer.”

“Oh, it hasn’t really been set in stone how long I’ll...”

“I know, but a girl can dream.”

Cameron appeared at the back door. “I can’t sleep, Daddy. My legs hurt.”

Charlie jumped up and carried the kid away to bed.

Louis appeared, a can of cider in each hand, and touched one to Hannah’s bare stomach. She shrieked.

“Bring your guitar?” Louis sat on the step, leaning back on the railing.

“It’s in the car.”

“What are you waiting for?”

Anna shrugged. In truth, there wasn’t a lot of space in her bedroom. The real guest room was reserved for real guests; Anna got the alcove off the living room, and there was no safe place where the boys wouldn’t get to her things.

But it was only for a few days. Maybe a week. Anna was struggling to think beyond tomorrow morning, meeting Adam and Sophie Lafolua at the house. 

She was only handing over the key and, if they wanted it, giving a tour. As if it weren’t mortifying enough, to be showing tenants through her childhood home, there were so many questions churning in Anna’s mind: Had Frida mentioned her? What had she said and when—eight years ago or more recently or never at all? How much did Sophie know? Anna dreaded the answers to every question, but her thoughts would not rest.

***
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EIGHT YEARS AGO...

Anna had got out of the shower to find her room empty. Frida must have gone upstairs. It was the first time Frida had slept over. Usually she went home to Mona’s in the small hours, but they had both been tired, and leaving was the last thing either wanted.

Hair still hot from the hair dryer, Anna took the stairs two at a time and found Max and Frida facing off across the breakfast bar.

Max looked insufferably smug. So, about normal.

Anna sidled up to Frida and made the introductions. “Frida, Max. Max, Frida.”

Frida turned to Anna, silent. Stony.

“If I’d known you had such interesting friends, Anna,” Max said, as if that were a complete sentence.

Anna saw that Frida’s look was an accusation. Max didn’t realize they were together because Anna hadn’t told him. And Frida was taking it the wrong way.

Anna had to do damage control. “Frida and I are,” she cocked her head to the side, “together.”

His surprise was almost immediately replaced by a skeptical look. “You serious?”

“Yep.” Anna looked at Frida, not Max. She was past caring what he thought; Frida was all she cared about.

“Well,” Max said.

“Well?” Finally, Frida spoke.

“You let me know when you wanna start having fun.” Max’s eyebrows jerked on ‘fun,’ and made it gross.

Frida laughed in his face. And in walked Walter. “Morning, all.” He gave Frida a business-like nod. “Walter Elliot,” he introduced himself.

“Frida Wentworth.” She nailed his tone of voice. She was a brilliant mimic—and Walter didn’t even notice.

“Max didn’t mention he had a guest,” Walter said.

“She’s, ah, with me,” said Anna.

Walter froze, and then forced a smile. “Good-oh. Bank this morning, Max.”

They left in a bustle of self-importance, giving Frida nothing but sly glances and Anna not even that.

“Sorry,” Anna said, the moment they were left alone.

“You are out, right?”

Anna nodded. “I told them months ago. I’m not sure they actually believed me. I don’t exactly walk around waving a flag.”

Frida shook her head.

“You saw how Max was. I don’t tell him about anything that’s important to me. And I hardly see Dad.”

“My sister Sophie is in Indonesia and even she knows I’m in love.” 

Frida hadn’t mentioned love before. Neither of them had. Anna snatched up Frida’s hand and reeled her in.

Frida’s scowl wavered.

“Frida.”

“Hm.”

“Maybe I am a coward, or too shy, or just... private. But I do,” she tilted her face to match the angle of Frida’s, “love you. Completely. Don’t doubt it for a second.”

Frida smiled. “Well, good.”

“Good?”

“Same.”

“Yeah?”

“Hm.” Frida touched her forehead to Anna’s. “You have to go, don’t you.”

“Yeah, school. So do you.”

Frida shrugged. “Can I just take photos of you all day, call it practice?”

Anna laughed and pushed her away.

Frida pulled her back in. “I love you.”

“Well I’d better call in sick, then,” said Anna.

***
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CHARLIE WAS OUT COACHING tennis. He’d be gone all morning. Mere was dressed, made-up and restless to do something, but the boys were still in their pajamas. They’d stopped paying attention to Jake and the Neverland Pirates and started playing with their Lego—hadn’t even complained when Anna switched the TV over to Frozen Planet.

Stretched out on the sofa, Anna was fully in holiday mode: t-shirt and shorts, bare feet, and she’d even painted her toenails—a metallic purple she’d bought at the pharmacy up the street. She was reading a book—an early Christmas present to herself from Time Out Bookstore. Forbidden love in 12th Century France was almost compelling enough to put Sophie and Adam Lafolua out of her head.

“Shouldn’t you be getting ready? You don’t want to keep Adam waiting,” said Mere.

Anna checked the time on her phone. “I have an hour and a half.”

“You’re not dressed yet.”

Anna gave her sister a look.

“Best be early, just in case. Open some windows and—oh, you should put together a hamper of essentials.” Mere looked at her shiny, over-large watch. “You probably still have time. Coffee and chocolates, a nice box of crackers—those oat cakes with the walnuts.”

“I already did. I left them in the pantry. I’ll pick up milk on the way—anything more would be over-the-top.” The last thing Anna wanted was to arrive early and sit there waiting, worrying, wondering what Sophie knew of her, and if Frida were coming to stay. And there was the slim chance that Frida would in fact show up with her sister. Instagram had yet to reveal where exactly in New Zealand Frida was.

Mere was playing with her keys, sitting perched on a bar stool.

“Do you want to come with?” Anna teased.

“To meet Dad’s tenants?”

Anna shrugged.

“Well, you know I love the industry—real estate, I mean. And I’ve never met Adam Lafolua. I know the house, and I am more dressed for it.” Mere could certainly pass for a real estate agent in what she was wearing.

“I don’t mind.” Anna tried not to sound too keen on the idea, but on the inside she was flooded with relief.

“In a way I’m the most appropriate person to do it.” Mere slid off the bar stool. “Mommy’s going out, boys.”

“Bye.” Cam didn’t look up from his helicopter-in-progress.

Oscar jumped up to say goodbye, dropped his truck and then saw it was broken and burst into tears.

Anna scrambled off the sofa and collected up the pieces. “I’ll fix it.”

Mere thumbed the tears from his cheeks. “Auntie Anna has it all under control. Right, I have to go.”

“They won’t be there till eleven.”

“I want to air the house and check the pH balance in the pool. If you’re going to do something, do it properly, I say.” Meredith breezed out.

Anna was a little annoyed, but that was easily outweighed by the sense of whew! At a stroke, Anna’s day was transformed into this wonderfully empty, light-weight thing.

One-and-a-half episodes of Frozen Planet and a whole fleet of Lego trucks later, Anna took the boys down to watch their dad’s tennis game. They visited the playground by the courts then went home for lunch. Mere returned in time to disapprove of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, and had a thousand things to say about the Lafoluas:

He was so friendly, so funny, so complimentary about the house.

She was so interested in the neighborhood and asked after everyone in the family. 

He was so appreciative, truly grateful for the honor of living there. 

She was ‘a tad’ overweight, but perfectly tanned and gave that impression of effortless style—although Mere suspected a great effort was required.

Anna twisted the bread bag closed.

"And his manners!" Mere gave an almost dreamy sigh. "I'll admit, I don't know many Polynesians."

"What were you expecting?" Anna got up to put away the cheese and chutney.

"I didn't know what to expect. But they’re very keen to try Upper Crust. I wouldn’t be surprised if they came for dinner tonight. You hadn’t left them anything they could make a meal out of.”

“No, but...”

“It was the courteous thing to do, point them to a few good local restaurants. Charles is very keen to meet Adam, so we might have dinner over there as well.”

So much for avoiding meeting them.

“There’s a sister too. Staying with them, I mean. She didn’t say much, just stood on the balcony looking out at the view. It’s a great view and all, but a bit rude." Frida was there!? Frida was there. 
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