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Dedication
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To those who have loved and lost — 

and dared to love again.




Love is endless, like the ocean’s waves.

It crashes, it calms, it forgives, it braves.

Seize each moment as ripples kiss the sand.

Have faith in yourself when storms reach the land.

Believe in second chances the sea might bring to shore

The tide may turn and open a new door.
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Chapter 1
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Another golden afternoon draped our sleepy seaside town of Elinbarri, Western Australia. Most days, once the kids were home from school, I found peace in the garden — the earth warm beneath my feet, and the sound of their laughter echoing across the backyard.

At thirteen, Dominic took his role as big brother very seriously. He carried a quiet confidence, his kind eyes and soft grin naturally drawing people in. The girls at school had definitely noticed — not just because he was easy on the eye, but because he truly listened. Add to that the effortless kindness he showed without even trying, and it’s no wonder a few hearts were already swooning.

Missy, his little sister, had just turned nine and radiated sunshine with every freckled smile. She was cheeky and curious, always finding adventure in the most ordinary moments.

Their relationship was full of laughs, shared secrets, and a love that had its ups and downs. Of course, they argued over who picked the TV show or whose turn it was to do the dishes — but it never lasted long.

They thrived outside after school, staying out until the sun dipped low — kicking the football, and riding up and down the street on their bikes.

Many said Missy was the spitting image of me, which always filled me with delight, though her endless chatter clearly came from her father. From sunrise to sunset, her constant stream of conversation spread contagious happiness, making the world seem brighter whenever she was around. 

I was often told I looked like Rita Hayworth. I never quite saw it myself — aside from the shoulder-length red hair and blue eyes, the resemblance felt like a bit of a stretch. Still, the compliment always made me smile. 

Working as a nurse at Silverton Hospital brought a real sense of purpose, even during those long, late-night shifts.

While not extravagant, our house was cosy and welcoming, with a big backyard where the kids could play and let their imaginations run wild.

Then there was Randall, our beloved longhaired border collie, who played a meaningful role in our family dynamic. More than just a pet, he was a gentle, steady presence — especially for the kids — giving comfort during the agonising months that followed the events of three years ago.

It was an ordinary afternoon — school pick-up, noisy chatter from the back seat, just the usual routine. But the moment I walked through the door, everything changed. 

A folded note lay on the hall stand. On the front, Sarah was written in Steven’s familiar handwriting. I opened it slowly, already sensing the weight of what was written inside. 

I love you, Sarah, but I have to follow my dreams. Please tell the children I will always love them. 

Frozen, I read the note again and again, willing the words to change. My hands trembled as I clung to the paper, my eyes scanning it over and over. Then, without warning, my legs buckled beneath me. 

A deep, indescribable agony gripped me as I wept uncontrollably. I gasped for air  —  the weight of his words hitting me like a tonne of bricks. In that moment, I knew nothing would ever be the same again.

I thought we shared the same dreams — that I understood his thoughts and feelings as deeply as my own. But I was wrong.

From the moment we met in high school, we were inseparable. Together, we worked hard and saved every cent, dreaming of one day owning a home by the beach.

Steven had always wanted to be a father. He poured everything into building his electrical business, which had really taken off in recent years. He was constantly busy, pulled in a hundred directions — but nothing could have prepared me for what had just happened. I was completely blindsided.

I cried uncontrollably through the night, flinching at every sound — the creak of a floorboard, the whisper of wind against the windows — holding my breath, willing him to appear in the doorway, telling me it had all been a terrible mistake. 

Morning came, but he didn’t.

Heart pounding, hands trembling, I called the police at first light and reported him missing. 

My voice shook with every word. I clung to hope, but it was already slipping through my fingers like sand. 

Consumed by dread, I searched for answers — calling every friend he’d ever shared a beer with, desperate for anything that might explain why he was gone.

Every friend I spoke to was just as shocked as I was. They offered sympathy, but no answers.

I called Barry at the local golf course — Steven’s second home — but he hadn’t been there in over two weeks. 

I reached out to his accountant, contacted the bank — anyone who might hold even a sliver of insight. But no one did. The silence was deafening.

No one knew anything. He had vanished — gone, like a chapter torn from the middle of our story. 

I went to the police station to give my statement, a task that proved more difficult than I’d expected. Sitting under the harsh, sterile lights, fielding question after question, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was under suspicion — that somehow, I’d done something wrong. 

Still, I reminded myself they were just doing their job.

For hours, forensics moved through our home, sifting through rooms now heavy with silence, where warmth and life had once lived. In the end, there was little missing — only a family photo from the mantel and a small bag of clothes.

That detail haunted me. Why leave, yet take a photo of us with you? That single choice said everything... and nothing at all. The investigation concluded he had left of his own volition. 

Sniffer dogs were brought in early on and traced his scent only as far as the local shops — then it vanished. His phone and wallet were still on the coffee table, his car untouched in the driveway.

Dominic and Missy had poured their little hearts into drawing missing person posters —  meticulously colouring in their dad’s eyes and smile the way they remembered him. 

Always eager to help, his best mate George took the originals and made hundreds of copies, pinning them to notice boards, power poles, in shop windows — anywhere they might catch someone's attention. We clung to hope as tightly as we could. 

The story made it to the evening news, which led to social media being overrun with shares and supportive messages. Media coverage didn’t, however, result in any confirmed sightings. He vanished, leaving behind only echoes, unanswered questions, and fading ink on the note, which was the only remaining evidence. 

News of a possible sighting sparked a flicker of hope — but it was short-lived. The police followed the lead, only to discover it was a case of mistaken identity. 

Officially, Steven remained classified as a missing person. The case stayed open, but with each passing day, the hope of finding him slipped further from reach. 

Months passed, and the weight of it all began to show. My clothes hung loosely on me, slipping off my frame as if trying to escape the burden I carried. Anxiety gripped me constantly tight in my chest, relentless in my thoughts.

Explaining to the kids why their father had suddenly vanished was the hardest thing of all. 

“I don’t know, kids,” became the hollow phrase I repeated, over and over, with nothing else to offer. 

Even the simplest tasks — getting dressed, packing school lunches, driving them to class — felt overwhelming as I struggled to hold it together. The kids missed more school than they should have. They needed me, but some days, I could barely get out of bed. 

Despite my best efforts, I felt like a hollow version of myself — overwhelmed, lost, and barely holding on as life kept moving around me.

Like a scratched record, the same questions played over and over in my mind, stuck on a loop I couldn’t escape. 

Why, Steven? What dreams? 

I’d really thought our life was good — stable and full of love. But obviously, I had been terribly, heartbreakingly wrong. 

Steven had always been close to his best friend, George. They’d grown up as next-door neighbours and shared a lifelong bond that felt more like family than friends. Golf was their escape — a place to catch up, share a laugh, and talk about everything that mattered. 

If Steven confided in anyone other than me, it would have been George. Which is why his silence was so hard to understand. And for George, it was more than confusing; it was deeply hurtful. 

George’s wife, Jules, and I had grown close over the years. Both nurses, we connected instantly, and our friendship deepened as our families grew alongside one another. 

Their son, Tyler, was just a year younger than Dominic, and the boys were like brothers — always together. Over the years, we’d built a lifetime of shared memories — camping under the stars, lazy weekends at the beach, and Christmases overflowing with laughter and the joyful chaos of kids running wild. 

His choice to leave the people who loved him most was baffling and left a hole in more hearts than mine.

No one could make sense of why he’d left. His disappearance shattered something in all of us. Everyone who knew him was deeply affected — family, friends, and colleagues. 

This wasn’t the man they knew. 

For months, they searched, prayed, and kept circling back to the same unanswerable question: why? It wasn’t just concern — it was grief, raw and consuming.

Steven had a charming seaside home, a successful business, two wonderful kids, a loving wife, and a circle of friends who cherished him. Where had he gone? Why would he leave it all behind? 

His absence wasn’t just physical — it rippled outward, leaving emotional turmoil in its wake. The hardest part was the silence, the loudest pain of all. 

Day after day, I had wept what seemed like buckets of tears. 

Why? 

That single word spun through my mind endlessly, swirling through every sob like a whirlpool I couldn’t escape. My heart was shattered, aching for answers to the question of why he left — answers that never came. 

George and Jules did everything they could to support me. Jules often dropped by with groceries or warm meals. She took Missy to her swimming lessons, giving her a sense of normalcy I couldn’t provide. George stepped in where he could with Dominic, trying to fill the gap left behind. 

I knew I had to keep going — to stay strong for the kids who needed me more than ever.

The mother I once was had faded into the background, lost beneath the weight of unanswered questions and aching exhaustion. 

As time dragged on, it only seemed to get harder for the kids. They didn’t understand that their dad wasn’t coming home, and the truth was, I couldn’t grasp it either. 

The uncertainty was a quiet torment, stretching from weeks into months. As time dragged on, confusion deepened — for everyone. And I was barely holding it together. 

Money had grown tight, and I had no choice but to take a night job as an office cleaner. My parents stepped in to help with the kids, and while I was endlessly grateful, the guilt never stopped gnawing at me — for not being able to provide for them on my own. 

Life moved forward the only way I knew how — halting, unsteady and burdened with a grief that seemed unshakeable. 

I had read his note so many times it was falling apart, thin, creased, and stained with tears. The ink had started to fade, but still I read it, again and again, as though the meaning might change. As though the answer I craved might somehow reveal itself between the lines. 

Steven had never talked about having big dreams. We hadn’t carefully planned every step of the future, but I thought we wanted the same things — raising our kids, living by the sea, paying off the house, travelling and growing old together. 

So, what was this dream he wrote about in his note? What kind of dream could be strong enough to make him walk away — not just from me, but from the kids, from his friends, from a life that felt, at least to me, like it was enough?

I sat there in the quiet, my mind turning over every memory. I reflected on the moments of joy, closeness, and affection. 

I thought we were happy. I thought we were enough. But now all I had were unanswered questions — and the pain of a life that no longer felt whole. I was driving myself insane. 

Steven’s family was small, tightly woven by tragedy and resilience. When he was just a baby, his parents died in a devastating house fire, an event he miraculously survived. 

From that point on, his grandmother Evelyn raised him  —  a resilient and loving woman who had also endured the loss of her beloved husband, Frank, to the war. 

The bond between Steven and Evelyn was unbreakable — she’d been his rock, his guide, his whole world for so many years. 

He had two aunts: Karen, his father’s sister, who lived a quiet life nearby, and Sophia, his mother’s twin. After the fire, Sophia moved to California, unable to bear the memories left behind. Grief had swallowed her whole, and distance was the only thing that helped her breathe again. 

When Steven disappeared, the police contacted both aunts. Neither had spoken to him in quite some time. They were shocked, perplexed, and extremely disturbed, just like everyone else. 

Sophia, determined to find answers, hired a private investigator. For a year, she funded an extensive search that crossed borders and cost thousands of dollars. 

The only lead uncovered was a $300 withdrawal from the local service station at 2:55 p.m. the day before Steven disappeared — a detail the police had already flagged early in the investigation.

His job records confirmed he’d been working in Elinbarri the morning he went missing. The homeowner, an elderly woman he did regular work for, told police, “He’s a lovely man. He finished the job and left before I had the chance to thank or pay him. I just assumed he’d send out an invoice.”

After that, the trail went cold. He didn’t use his credit cards. There was no record of him at any airport, train station, bus depot, or hospital. No CCTV footage. No sightings. Nothing.

In the end, Sophia was left with the same hollow answers as the rest of us — no reasons, no closure, just silence.

The police had their theories. Tentatively, almost apologetically, they suggested he might have been involved with someone else. Many reassured me that this would never be the case. If there had been another woman, someone, somewhere, would have known. Surely if there was a second person involved, there’d be some trace of it — a missing woman, a second family, something. But there was nothing. Just silence, and questions that led nowhere.

Everyone who knew Steven talked about how much he loved his family. He was present, devoted — not the kind of man who would just disappear. It didn’t add up.

In a way, that made it even harder. Because if he didn’t choose to leave, then what did happen? Was he involved in something illegal? Caught up in something dangerous that no one knew about? 

The pain stemmed not only from the lack of answers but also from the dread of what that silence could signify. There was an unsettling sense of something dark and unspeakable lurking just beneath the surface. 

In the stillness, unease crept in, wrapping itself around every fragile thread of hope we still held onto. 

______________________________________

––––––––
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Three years had passed since Steven’s disappearance, and I was gradually gaining independence as a single mother. The days weren’t always easy, but there was strength in the small routines, in the love that still filled our home. 

Dominic had thrown himself into football. He was a natural — fast, focused, and full of passion. I did my best to support him, running drills in the backyard and cheering from the sidelines on game day. Still, he’d often shake his head with a frustrated smile and tease, calling me hopeless.

Missy had fallen in love with dancing. She spun around the living room, her laughter echoing through the house. Randall, ever the patient companion, often ended up in the middle of her performances, awkwardly stepping along as she held his paws like a partner. 

Those moments — her laughter, the soft shuffle of paws on the floor, the small everyday joys — were healing, even if only for a little while. They reminded me that even in the shadows of what we’d lost, there was still something worth holding on to. 

Living by the ocean had always been a blessing, but it transformed into a sanctuary where the kids could run freely, and I could finally breathe. 

The sea became my therapy, its steady rhythm soothing something deep inside me. 

The sun sparkled on the water, creating golden rays that danced like fireflies. Waves crashed playfully against the shore, giving the dolphins a theme park. Horses galloped at the water’s edge, their manes whipping in the wind —  it was a breathtaking sight every time. 

For the first time in a long while, I felt truly present. I looked at my children — two healthy, spirited souls — and at Randall, trailing behind them with his tongue out and tail wagging, and I felt something I hadn’t in a long time: peace. 

A quiet hope lingered in the background. But I knew now that I couldn’t live in the past. I had to live in the moment. 

After a full day of sunshine and sea air, the kids began to bicker — tired, sandy, and sun-kissed. I smiled to myself. It was time to head home. 

Out of nowhere, I spotted Steven at the ice cream shop. My heart stopped. I ran, yelling his name, dropping everything without thinking. 

“Steven! Steven!! STEVEN!!!”  

Adrenaline had taken over; I abandoned the kids without a second thought. I threw myself at him like an anchor to the ocean floor. Tears streamed down my face as I sobbed hysterically. 

“Where have you been?” I cried on his shoulder. 

Then, a woman’s sharp voice cut through the chaos. 

“Get off my husband. You’re crazy, lady.” 

I froze. Pulled back. I looked — really looked —  and in that moment, my heart shattered all over again. 

It wasn’t Steven. But the resemblance had been uncanny. 

Mortified, I stumbled backwards, my hands trembling. 

“I’m so sorry — I... I didn’t know — he looked just like...” My voice cracked as I tried to explain the unexplainable. “I’m so, so sorry.

Embarrassment burned through me, but worse — Dominic and Missy, running towards me with tears in their eyes and hope on their faces. They also thought he’d returned. 

Seeing their confusion and disappointment, broke me a little more.

By the time we got home, I was completely drained. I collapsed onto the lounge, my body heavy with exhaustion. 

Dominic, wise beyond his years, understood enough to know I needed rest. He quietly made some toast for himself and Missy, then put on a movie. 

They curled up beside me on the couch, and not long after, the three of us were asleep — hearts sore but resting in the comfort of each other.

It took a few days for the fog to lift — for all of us. But the ache lingered, like a bruise you keep forgetting is there until something touches it.
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Chapter 2
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It’d been a couple of weeks since the Schneider’s, our longtime neighbours, sold their house and moved back to Germany to be closer to family. One morning, I pulled back the front curtains and saw a man moving furniture into what was now his new home.

It was a scorching 39°c day, and the poor guy was clearly struggling on his own. No movers, no friends — just him, drenched in sweat and determined to get it done. 

I watched him for a moment, then felt that quiet nudge of empathy to do the neighbourly thing. So, I gathered my courage, poured a jug of iced tea, and headed over — out of kindness, yes, but also because it felt like the right time to start opening the door to something new. It was a step forward.

He seemed genuinely grateful for the gesture. He said he’d never had iced tea before but proceeded to drink three glasses as if it were the best thing he’d ever tasted. 

“This is actually really refreshing,” he said with a sheepish grin. “Not weird like I thought it’d be.” He went on to admit he’d always avoided it because he didn’t like hot tea and assumed cold tea would just be... well, cold and disappointing. “I’m Chandler, by the way,” he added, extending a hand. 

There was a quiet intrigue about him that drew me in. I was nervous and forgot to introduce myself. He didn’t say much — his words were measured, calm — and there was a softness in his tone that made me lean in without even realising. His accent threw me. It sounded familiar, but not quite Australian. I couldn’t place it.

I guessed he was in his late thirties. Tall — maybe six foot — with sandy blonde hair, a three-day growth, and the kind of good looks that crept up on you. He had more than a hint of Daniel Craig about him, which didn’t help my composure, considering I’d always had a not-so-secret crush on him. And that voice — deep and smooth. There was something in the way he spoke that made you listen.

Trying to appear casual, I offered to help him move some of the heavier furniture — secretly hoping he’d say no. I’d just pulled a double shift the day before and was running on fumes, so maybe I wasn’t thinking all that clearly.

He gave a grateful smile but gently waved off my offer. “I really appreciate it, but if it’s not too much trouble... any chance you’ve got a spare bowl I could use for my cat? I have one, but the kitchen boxes are still buried somewhere.” She’s in the laundry.

“Of course,” grateful for a reason to step away before I said something ridiculous. Missy was always eager to help — and I knew she’d love to meet his cat. 

She and I returned with a couple of bowls. We stepped inside, where there was a beautiful black ragdoll. She sat still, watching us with wide eyes — cautious, but not afraid. Her soft coat looked like velvet, and there was a gentle curiosity about her. She leaned in without hesitation, happy to be petted. 

“Her name’s Tilly,” Chandler called out from the other room. 

We gave her the water and made sure she had a comfy spot near the window, then gently closed the door behind us. As we stepped off the porch, Missy turned back and called out in her bright, chirpy voice, “Hi, I’m Missy!” 

Chandler smiled, pausing at the top of the steps. “Hello, Missy. Thanks for giving Tilly a drink.” 

“That’s okay, I love cats.” She beamed.

My heart softened at the simple act of kindness. It wasn’t anything big, but somehow, it felt like the start of something — like I was dropping my walls just a little.

Life had been a whirlwind of work, taking care of the kids, and the constant rhythm of responsibility. There was never a dull moment, barely a quiet one either. But over the past two weeks, something strange had started happening. 

Phone calls, all around 9 p.m. Each time, I’d answer with a tired but polite “Hello?” And each time — nothing. Just silence. 

At first, I dismissed it as kids playing a prank. But with each repeated call at the same time, the silence felt increasingly ominous. It grew heavier, almost deliberate in its nature. The fifth time, my heart pounding, I whispered, “Steven? Steven, is that you?” Still nothing. Just that cold, empty silence — then a soft click. 

I drove to the police station the next morning, unsure whether I was overreacting or standing at the edge of something I couldn’t quite explain.

One of their technicians looked into it and explained that the call had been bouncing through international lines — eventually traced to a point in India, but untraceable beyond that. The investigation hit a dead end. 

The officer was kind but practical. “Keep an eye on it. Let us know if it happens again. But right now, there’s nothing more we can follow up on.” 

I left the station with a knot in my stomach, my mind in a spiral. Was it a prank, a wrong number, or him? The hardest part was not knowing. 

Dominic was usually well behaved, but lately, he’d been acting like a right little ratbag — refusing to do his homework, arguing with me about everything, and even getting into fights at school. I knew he was struggling. I felt guilty. I wasn’t giving him the time and attention he needed. Juggling two jobs was wearing me thin, and it was taking a toll on all of us. 

I was doing my best, but the cracks were starting to show — and not just in me. My parents were getting older, and I knew I couldn’t keep depending on them. So, after another long night and an even longer conversation with myself, I made a decision: I quit the night job.

Money would be tight — I’d have to cut corners — but I’d find a way. I always did. 

A few weeks later, I began to see the shift. Dominic was doing better at school — more focused and less agitated. The arguments had eased. Both kids seemed more relaxed, as if a weight had been lifted off their shoulders. I was feeling better, too. I had more energy, more patience, and for the first time in a long while, I was slowly putting weight back on. 

Being home made all the difference. Missy, my little shadow, was absolutely loving it. She was such a Mum’s girl — always dressing up, painting her nails, and insisting on doing my hair and makeup. Some afternoons, I looked like a cross between a fairy princess and a glitter explosion.

I often found myself silently praying that no one would drop by for coffee — I would’ve been a sight. Still, I stayed seated, lips sticky with lip gloss, eyes dusted in five mismatched shades of eyeshadow, smiling — because in those moments, we were healing together. 

I was bone-tired, worn down by the endless list of things that never seemed to get done. While mowing the front lawn, a thought kept tugging at me — we needed to get away. Just for a few days.

I needed a breather, and so did the kids. Father’s Day was coming, and Dominic had always found it hard. Each year seemed to take a little more out of him. Maybe a change of scenery would be nice. 

As I turned off the mower and caught my breath, I spotted Chandler at his letterbox. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand and wandered over.

“Hey,” I said casually. “We’re thinking of heading out of town for a few days. I was wondering — would you mind keeping an eye on the place? And if it’s not too much trouble, giving Randall some food while we’re gone?”

He smiled and nodded. “Of course. Happy to help, not a problem.” 

His eyes flicked to the rings I still wore — whether out of habit or something deeper, I wasn’t entirely sure. He’d never met Steven, but in a town like ours, word travelled fast. I imagined he’d heard about the disappearance — most people had — but to his credit, he never asked.

He asked where I was headed, just curious. 

“Not far — just a caravan park maybe in Silverton. I might upgrade the cabin to one with a spa if I can afford it.” 

He casually mentioned he owned a holiday home in Palmira, Queensland and, without a second thought, offered it to us for a few days. I was surprised by his kindness and thanked him, saying, “I’m on a single income, so money’s tight.”

But he just waved it off. “I don’t want any money. Think of it as a gift,” he said with an easy smile that seemed genuine enough. 

Still, a little voice in the back of my mind wondered why he’d offer something so valuable to someone he barely knows. I couldn’t help but question if there were strings attached to such generosity.

Three years ago, I wouldn’t have questioned kindness — but three years ago, I thought I knew what people were capable of. 

His kindness filled me with gratitude. The offer hung between us, tempting and unexpected. Part of me — the part that remembered what trust felt like — wanted to accept immediately. 

But another part of me — the protective shell I’d grown since Steven left — tensed with caution and held me back. 

“That’s incredibly kind,” I managed, trying to read his expression for any hidden motives. 

It was such a thoughtful offer, and for a moment, it warmed something inside me that had been cold for a long time. 

I didn’t know him well, and it felt strange to accept something so generous from someone who was still, in many ways, a stranger. We’d shared a few coffees over the past month with some light conversations that only scratched the surface. There was still so much I didn’t know about him, and part of me wasn’t sure I wanted to. Yet another part was curious, drawn to his quiet mystery. 

Taking a deep breath, I took a leap of faith and said yes. 

It would be a wonderful surprise for the kids. They hadn’t been on a holiday since our family trip to Victoria — just before Steven disappeared. A holiday would be a chance to have fun and go on some adventures — something special for them to look forward to. 

I didn’t really know much about him. Maybe I was being naive, or maybe I was just cautious — understandably so, after everything we’d been through. I suppose only time would tell.
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Chapter 3
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Chandler invited me in to grab the keys. It was a simple gesture, but my mind was racing with questions. Why would someone offer their holiday home so freely? What was the catch? Did he expect something in return? Could I really trust him?

His easy smile helped calm my nerves. He handed me an envelope with a note inside — address, alarm code, and a few simple instructions. It was the first time I’d seen his house furnished, and it felt like him — striking but inviting. The décor was warm and thoughtful; modern and minimal without feeling cold. It was immaculate, the kind of clean that showed real care and intention. Definitely not the stereotypical bachelor pad.

A large, framed photograph caught my eye — a stunning aerial view of Monaco’s harbour, with sleek yachts gleaming in sapphire waters against a backdrop of terracotta rooftops and steep cliffs. It seemed oddly personal, like a cherished memory rather than just art. 

“Beautiful isn’t it?” he said, following my gaze. “One of my favourite places in the world.” 

There was something in his voice when he said it — a hint of nostalgia, perhaps even longing — that made me wonder what connection he had to such a glamorous location. Before I could ask, he’d offered me a coffee, his voice as relaxed as ever. 

But standing there, still dusty and sweat-streaked from mowing the lawn, I felt completely out of place — worn and messy in a space that was so carefully kept, like I didn’t quite belong. I hesitated, then asked if I could come back later. 

“Of course,” he said with an easy nod. “I’ll be here.” 

Back home, I stepped into the shower and let the cool water wash the weight off my shoulders. Then, almost on a whim, I opened the drawer where my makeup had been untouched for years. I dabbed on a little foundation, some mascara, and a light tint on my lips — just something natural, nothing fancy. But when I looked in the mirror, I paused. Something felt... different. 

I felt... pretty. It startled me — in the best possible way. 

In the living room, the kids were curled up on the couch, eyes wide, and completely absorbed in Monsters, Inc. — their all-time favourite movie. They could watch it a hundred times and still find it funny. 

“I’m just going next door for a coffee,” I said casually, trying to sound nonchalant. 

Dominic glanced up. “Why?” 

I smiled, tucking a strand of damp hair behind my ear. “Just being neighbourly.” 

He nodded, already lost in the movie again. And with that, I stepped out the front door — heart fluttering with something I hadn’t felt in a long time. The anticipation wasn’t solely about the coffee; it was also for the significant step I was taking. 

The more time I spent with him, the more nervous I got. I hadn’t dated anyone since Steven — and honestly, I’d never really dated anyone else. Even though I knew this wasn’t a date, the thought kept creeping in, only for me to quickly push it aside.

He’d never date someone like you, I mumbled under my breath, shaking my head. 

He was effortlessly attractive, the kind of man who probably had plenty of women in his life —  prettier, more intelligent, child-free, with lives that weren’t tangled in messy, unfinished endings. 

I knocked on the door, and his voice called out warmly, “Come in.” 

The earthy aroma of freshly brewed coffee greeted me the moment I stepped inside. It smelled rich and inviting — nothing like the powdered instant I was used to. 

I thanked him again for letting us stay at his holiday home.

“It means more than you know,” I said honestly. 

No one had ever offered me anything so generous, so freely. 

I reached into my pocket and offered him some money — what I had set aside for the caravan park. It wasn’t much, and I was painfully aware it wouldn’t come close to covering the cost of a holiday rental in Palmira. 

“I know it’s not much,” I said softly. “I just want you to know how much I appreciate your kindness — I don’t take it lightly.”

He just smiled and shook his head. “Use what you’ve put aside for the plane tickets instead.” 

Something caught in my throat — emotion, gratitude, and relief all tangled into one. I had the sudden urge to throw my arms around him, but I’m glad I didn’t. That would’ve been weird.

So, I just smiled — feeling awkward and slightly nervous, I sat down, still unsure why he was being so kind but slowly letting myself accept it.

He gave me directions to the holiday house, explaining it could be tricky to find — Google Maps apparently never got it right. The house numbering in the area was odd, out of sequence, and easy to miss. 

Then came another unexpected gesture. 

“Feel free to use the old car in the garage while you’re there,” he said casually, like it was nothing. “It’ll be good for getting around and doing a bit of sightseeing.” I was shocked by how thoughtful he continued to be. I hadn’t even mentioned how much I’d been worrying about getting around.

The gifts just kept coming, and I couldn’t shake the thought: This is too good to be true. What does he want in return?

He was so... genuinely kind. A real gentleman, thoughtful, and incredibly generous.

“It’s just sitting there empty,” he said. “I’m sure the kids will love it. It could use some life again — some of the laughter I hear coming from your backyard.” 

There was a softness in his voice, but more than that, I saw it in his eyes — a flicker of sadness that told me there was more to him than he let on. And just like that, something shifted. A quiet calm settled over me. 

I didn’t know his full story, but I knew in my heart he was a kind man. The kind you didn’t need to second-guess. 

A silence stretched between us — comfortable at first, then teetering into something a little awkward. But even in that stillness, I felt safe. And that was saying something. 

I wasn’t sure what to say, caught between gratitude and hesitation, unsure of how to express my emotions. Thankfully, Chandler glanced at his phone and broke the silence. 

“You’ve timed it perfectly — there was a wild tropical storm up there last week, but it’s all cleared now. Forecast says sunshine and high 30’s all week. The kids won’t want to get out of the pool.”

We all loved the water, so the mention of a pool made me light up too. The thought of sunny afternoons splashing around sounded perfect — a break from the usual stress and a chance to just relax. 

Chandler picked up a set of keys and wrote his number on a small slip of paper. Then he handed me both with a gentle smile.

We sat for a while, sipping coffee and talking about places to visit — beaches, walking trails, local food spots. It started to feel like the trip was really happening.

As much as I was enjoying myself, I didn’t want to overstay my welcome. I thanked him again, feeling lighter than I had in months —  excited, hopeful, and already picturing the kids’ faces when I shared the news. They’d be over the moon, and I had no doubt they wouldn’t want to go anywhere else once they saw the pool. 

I headed home with a spring in my step and a grin I couldn’t shake. My mind was racing, already running through everything I needed to do. Maybe it was finally time for new bathers and a spray tan. I was buzzing. 

Missy squealed with joy as soon as she heard about the holiday. She and Dominic hit me with a bunch of questions, their excitement spilling out with every word. Missy ran straight to her room to start packing — even though we still had five days to go.

Later that night, I pulled out my laptop and began Googling things to do, taking inspiration from Chandler’s suggestions. There was a football game on that weekend, and when I told Dominic we could go, his whole face lit up. If he hadn’t been excited before, he certainly was now — he’d never been to a big game before. 

As for Missy, it was the mention of a rainforest fairy garden that sent her into a flurry of excitement. She peppered me with endless questions, then darted off to her room to try on all her fairy wings, trying to decide which one she’d wear. 

It was the first time in years I’d seen both of them smile like that — genuine, carefree, and full of anticipation. For the first time in a long while, it felt like something truly good was on its way. 

I’d finally stopped waking up crying in the middle of the night. For the first time in what felt like forever, I could breathe — really breathe — and feel something close to peace. 

The excitement of this trip seemed to be healing something deep within me, bringing light to places that had been dark for so long. 

That morning, I’d looked at my medication and made a decision. I knew I was strong enough now to begin cutting down on the antidepressants the doctor had prescribed. They’d helped me through the darkest days after Steven disappeared, but lately, they left me groggy and oddly disconnected from the small joys that were finally returning to our lives. 

I wanted to feel it all again — the kids’ laughter, the buzz of new adventures, even the nervous flutter when Chandler smiled at me.

Life was starting to look up. I was coping better, finding my rhythm again, little by little. I hadn’t felt this kind of ease since before our world shattered. 

As I packed our suitcases, I realised something fundamental had shifted inside me. Life is too short to keep circling the what-ifs, too fragile to be lived in the shadows of questions that may never have answers. Watching the kids’ excitement, I knew with absolute certainty — it was time for all of us to move forward. 

There was a collective squeal of delight as the start of our vacation had finally arrived. My first solo family holiday with the kids made me nervous. I’d overthought everything the night before, to the point I didn’t sleep a wink. 

“Dominic, Missy, it’s time to get up!” I called out, grinning with excitement.

I threw together some breakfast to eat on the go and packed the last few things before we stopped by Chandler’s to say goodbye and thank him once again. I apologised for the early wakeup, but he didn’t seem bothered at all. 

“Give me five,” he said with a grin. “I’ll drop you at the airport — no need to leave your car or pay for that crazy long-term parking.”

I tried to tell him it was okay, but he wasn’t having it. “Besides, it’ll give you a bit more spending money,” he added.

On the drive to the airport, both kids were ecstatic. I looked back at them and thought to myself, this is our time. We don’t need to reflect on the past or think about Steven anymore. 

As we reached the airport, Dominic was loving every second, while Missy showed a little anxiety — wide-eyed at the size of the planes and overwhelmed by the sheer number of people moving about. 

Dominic took it all in with shining eyes — like he was stepping into a dream.

Chandler walked us inside and stayed until we were safely on board. Once the lovely flight attendants showed us to our seats and gushed over how adorable Missy was, she settled in straight away.

As the plane started to move, she yelled out enthusiastically, “Up, up, and away!” then turned to me, pointing out the window. 

“Look, Mum! Chandler’s waving at us!” 

I followed her gaze and spotted him standing just inside the viewing area. I smiled and lifted my hand, giving him a wave back, a warmth settling in my chest. 

Dominic, ever curious, kept begging to speak with the pilot and look out the front window. 

“I think he should probably concentrate, buddy — he’s flying the plane,” I said with a laugh.  

A nearby flight attendant overheard and offered a warm smile. “I think we can arrange a quick hello once the seatbelt light goes out.” 

Dominic’s face lit up like a Christmas tree, practically bouncing in his seat with anticipation. I smiled, watching him, my heart swelling. It was one of those small, perfect moments I wanted to bottle up and keep forever. 

After everything we’d been through, seeing that spark in his eyes again — pure joy, unfiltered wonder — it made me feel like maybe we were finally on the other side of it. 

She led Dominic to the cabin crew area and, after getting the okay, opened the cockpit door. He wasn’t allowed to step inside, but he was able to peek at the flashing lights, beeping buttons, and countless knobs. 

His eyebrows lifted in surprise when he noticed the copilot was a woman — but it quickly turned into a smile, one full of quiet admiration.

Dominic returned with the flight attendant, bursting with excitement, words tumbling out before he even sat down. 

“They’re so smart, Mum. So calm, so cool.” He spent the rest of the flight chattering about the instruments and how he was definitely going to become a pilot one day. 

And right then, high above the clouds, with two happy kids and a heart finally at peace, I believed anything was possible. 

It took around three hours, but the kid’s nonstop chatter made it seem like six. After disembarking, we made our way to the baggage carousel and collected our suitcases.

Even the escalators leading to the taxi rank seemed like an adventure, especially for Missy, who giggled the entire time and was enthralled by the experience. She seemed perfectly fine now with the enormity of the airport and the flurry of people rushing everywhere around us. 

I waved down a taxi, and we headed to the address Chandler had given me. As we drove further from the city centre, I was astounded by the neighbourhood. 

The properties grew more impressive with each turn — palatial homes set back from the road, hidden behind lush gardens and imposing gates. These weren’t just houses; they were estates, the kind I’d only ever seen in magazines or movies. 

“Are you sure this is right?” I asked the driver, double-checking the address. The paper in my hand seemed suddenly inadequate, too simple to lead us to such opulence. 

The driver nodded confidently. “This is the area, ma’am. Only a few more streets.” 

I felt a flutter of nervous anticipation, wondering what exactly awaited us at the end of this ride. 

Chandler had been so casual about this holiday home, never once hinting at anything extraordinary. Yet as the taxi continued through these tree-lined boulevards of luxury, I realised there might be much more to our neighbour — and this vacation — than I had ever imagined. 
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Chapter 4
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The taxi entered the driveway of an enormous mansion and stopped at the automatic gates. 

He said, “Do you have a code or key? It looks like you can use either.” 

“I’m not sure,” I replied, a little perplexed by the situation. But when I showed him the keys Chandler had given me, there was one — oddly shaped — that we both agreed had to be the right one. 

He leant out and inserted it into the slot; the gates slowly opened, revealing the most gorgeous house I’d ever seen. It was not only enormous, but it also had the most beautiful cottage-style garden imaginable — an elegant tangle of blooming roses, lavender, jasmine, and gentle trailing vines. 

The air was thick with the perfume of fresh blossoms, warm earth, and something almost magical, like stepping into a fairy tale. Delicate petals fluttered in the breeze, and sunlight spilt across the stone pathways, dancing over every flower. It was the kind of garden that felt like a secret — tended with love, filled with stories, and inviting you to pause, breathe, to fall in love with the moment. Certainly not a garden I expected to be thriving in Palmira. 

The sight was spectacular, leaving us speechless. It looked like something straight out of a movie star’s life — elegant, grand, and impossibly beautiful. 

I couldn’t help but wonder why Chandler was living next door to me in Elinbarri when he owned a place like this. 

Why didn’t he live here? Who in their right mind would walk away from a home like this? The more I took in the details, the more this so-called vacation home revealed just how special it really was. 

I felt a strange mix of awe and tenderness rising in my chest, like I was walking through someone’s memories rather than just admiring the home. There was beauty, yes, but also something deeply personal in every detail. 

It was the most exquisite home I’d ever seen, let alone had the privilege of staying in. I was speechless. 

Dominic asked, wide-eyed, “Mum, whose house is this? I thought we were staying at Chandler’s holiday house.” 

“This is Chandler’s holiday house, mate.” 

The driver took out our suitcases and placed them at the door, offering to carry them inside. Before I could respond, Dominic stepped forward with quiet determination in his eyes. 

“I can take those in, sir,” he said, his voice carrying a gentle confidence beyond his years. “I look after our family now.” 

There was no bravado in his words — just the simple, earnest declaration of a boy who had shouldered responsibilities no child should have to bear. My heart swelled with a mixture of pride and sadness. In that moment, I could see how hard he was trying to fill the space Steven had left behind. 

I took the note Chandler had written for me and double-checked a few details. The property’s grandeur had left me speechless, but checking the note now, I realised Chandler had thoughtfully included all the practical information we’d need for our stay. 

The alarm with clear instructions on how to set it whenever we went out. He’d also said that Mario, the gardener, would come on Friday, and Anna, the cleaner, on Sunday.

It was all so carefully organised. Just another glimpse of Chandler’s thoughtful nature, even amidst the overwhelming luxury around us.

We moved through the house with trepidation. I couldn’t believe what I saw; it was the most immaculate home I’d ever seen. 

“Where’s my room? Where’s my room?” Dominic called out excitedly with Missy swiftly following. 

“Oh my God,” I whispered to myself, overwhelmed. 

The entrance hall took my breath away. Herringbone timber floorboards stretched out beautifully, and brass accents caught the light against the soft-pastel coloured walls. Heavy curtains framed the windows like something from an old estate. The air smelled faintly of fresh flowers arranged in crystal vases, giving the house a warm, homely feel despite its size.

Dominic poked his head over the ornate balustrade, claiming that he’d found his room. As I climbed the staircase, I noticed something odd — Missy had been unusually quiet. Her silence always bothered me because she was never silent. 

“Come and look in here, Mum!” Dominic pleaded.

“Just a minute, mate, I need to check on Missy,” I called back.

Just as I reached the top landing, Missy dashed out of a room, brandishing a Princess Diana Barbie.

I followed into the bedroom she’d emerged from and gasped softly. It was a little girl’s dream come true: a four-poster bed with pale pink netting, a lovely white suede rocking chair, a mural on the wall of ballerinas, a massive dollhouse, and a tiny umbrella lamp by the bed. 

“Please be careful, sweetie. They’re not your toys — we’re only staying here.” 

“Yes, Mum.”


Dominic yelled, “Awesome! Mum, there’s



a PlayStation 4 in here!” 

Missy was content playing with all of the new toys, so I left her and strolled down the hall, taken aback by the breathtaking artwork on the walls — each piece more stunning than the last. 

I found Dominic in a boy’s room bursting with sports paraphernalia: framed guernsey’s, signed footballs, and a large aeroplane hanging from the ceiling as a light. Without a doubt, it was Dominic’s dream bedroom — every detail seemed made just for him. 

Watching his face light up, I felt a rush of something I hadn’t felt in ages — pure, uncomplicated joy. 

He deserved this happiness. We all did. 

“This is amazing,” I said. “But just be careful, okay? These things are irreplaceable.”

I wandered through the house in search of the main suite, passing room after room that felt empty and lifeless — guest rooms, I assumed. There was a giant family room, a dark and moody library with the faint lingering scent of cigars, and a home theatre so large it could rival an actual cinema — and that was just the upstairs. 

We wouldn’t have to go anywhere. We had everything we needed for a holiday right here, and the kids hadn’t even seen the swimming pool yet. 

I finally found the main suite, and oh my goodness — it was massive. Easily the size of a small house. 

Beautiful wingback chairs were perfectly positioned by the windows, overlooking the expansive rear garden like something out of a lifestyle magazine. 

A king-size bed, dressed in the most luxurious linen I’d ever seen, sat beneath a breathtaking crystal chandelier that caught the light and scattered it like tiny stars. Soft peach wallpaper added warmth to the space, and the walls were decorated with carefully chosen artwork giving the room a calm, sophisticated feel.

The ensuite was just as exquisite. Floor-to-ceiling Calacatta marble gleamed from every surface. The shower was enormous, fitted with brass fixtures that looked like they belonged in a five-star hotel.

Beneath a frosted window stood a stunning freestanding bath, its elegant lines drawing the eye across the room to a spa and sauna — promising hours of luxurious indulgence.

Double vanities gleamed with sleek sensor-activated taps, complemented by beautifully pressed linen handtowels and a discreet laundry chute. 

It had everything I could possibly want — every luxury, every comfort, all wrapped in elegance.

There was a note on the dresser; the sight of my name carefully handwritten sent a jolt through me. A wave of anxiety rose in my chest — sharp and unexpected. The last time I’d seen a note addressed to me like that, my entire world had fallen apart.

I froze, the room spinning ever so slightly. I closed my eyes and took a slow, steady breath. This is different, I reminded myself. This is not that day.

I sat on the edge of the bed and waited for my heart to steady, then carefully opened the letter.

My eyes glanced straight at the signature, which read Prince Chandler Winchester III. Well, that explains the mansion, I guess. 







Hello Sarah, 

I hope the flight went smoothly and wasn’t too bumpy for the kids’. I know I have a lot to explain. 

For thirteen years, this home was where my beautiful family and I built our lives. It was left to me by my parents — the Prince and Princess of Monaco — in their will. They became parents later in life, after many years devoted to their royal responsibilities. 

I have one brother, Reginald, who’s a year older than me. He inherited the Monaco estate, while I was lucky enough to receive the one in Palmira, along with a few other properties we share. It was a tremendous opportunity for us to move to Australia. 

My wife and I genuinely loved it here. In the beginning, we missed our family and friends back home more than we’d expected. There were moments when the distance felt heavier than we were prepared for. But with our days full of business commitments and royal duties, there wasn’t much time to sit with that ache for long.

My beautiful wife, Claire, was the heart of this home. She had a way of filling every room with warmth — always smiling, always gentle, with a soul as kind as it was graceful. She wasn’t just a princess by title — she was one in every sense of the word. And I adored her, completely. 

A year after we arrived, Claire fell pregnant with our son, Pierre. He was a wonderful little boy, and I loved him with all my heart. Despite his royal blood, he was every bit the Aussie lad — curious, down-to-earth, always up for an adventure.

Two years later, we were blessed again with our daughter, Grace — her name perfectly capturing everything she brought into our world.

As I’m writing, tears are streaming down my face. I’ve never spoken about them — about that day — to anyone outside the family. Even now, it doesn’t always feel real. Like saying it out loud might make the pain too permanent.

But Saturday, March 31st, 2018... that was when everything changed. The day my world crumbled. The day my heart broke in a way I’m not sure I’ll ever heal from. 

Gracie had a dance recital at a local hall. She was so excited to perform, to finally show us how all her practice had paid off. For weeks, she’d been twirling through the living room, quietly counting steps under her breath, her face full of determination.

Pierre was twelve. Grace was ten. I was running late — like I often did — caught up in the usual demands of a schedule that always seemed to pull me away from the things that really mattered. I told Claire to go ahead with the kids and said I’d meet them there. I promised I’d be there before the lights dimmed — just in time, like always.

Claire bundled them into the car — Grace with her sequinned dance bag clutched tightly in her lap, Pierre right beside her. 

But she never got to dance. They never made it.

A drunk driver ran a red light. Their car flipped three times before hitting a tree. After the investigation, they told me the impact was instant. I held on to those words — not because they made it hurt any less, but that they didn’t feel a thing. In that moment, everything I loved disappeared.

Those first few months are still a haze. I was numb — unable to accept that it was real. The silence in the house was deafening. I kept expecting to hear their laughter, to see Claire walk through the door with Grace, Pierre bounding in behind them. But they never came.

I blamed myself — over and over. If only I’d come home when I was supposed to. If we’d left on time. If I’d just been there.

As fate would have it, the drunk driver survived — with nothing more than a few bumps and bruises. He was sentenced to only nine years in prison. 

I lost my entire world in a moment. He’ll serve his time and one day walk free. But I have a life sentence. 

There were days I didn’t want to live. Not because I wished for death, but because I no longer knew how to live in a world without them. 

For two years, I merely survived — breathing but not really living. The house felt empty. Lifeless. I thought about returning to Monaco, but the truth was, I love Australia.

One day, I pulled out a map and let my finger fall. Elinbarri, Western Australia. That’s where it landed. So that’s where I went. 

I started over under the name Chandler Winchester. The healing has been slow — painfully slow at times. 

I work part-time at Elinbarri  Accounting Agency and go to regular therapy sessions — trying to rebuild a life from the pieces of what was. Some days, I breathe a little easier. Other days, the weight of it all still knocks the wind out of me. I just keep doing my best to put one foot in front of the other.

Reginald stepped in to take on many of my royal duties, giving me the space to breathe, to step back, and focus on healing — on simply learning how to live again.

Meeting you and the kids has meant more than I can say. Your kindness and friendship have reminded me what it feels like to laugh again... to feel connected. 

And maybe even to hope.

Chandler 







Tears streamed down my face as I sat there, thinking about Chandler. I couldn’t believe everything he’d been through — how much he’d lost, how deeply he’d suffered. And then, by some twist of fate, he ended up right next door... to me. To us.

I have a boy and a girl — not far off the ages his kids would’ve been. Hearing their laughter, seeing them play... the heartbreak of it must have been torture for him. And yet, he never showed it. Not once.

He had smiled, helped, and offered kindness without hesitation. I thought back to the way he listened to the kids talk, how he watched them play with that soft, faraway look in his eyes. It wasn’t just politeness; it was a quiet pain. 

My heart ached for him — not just for what he lost, but for the strength it must take to keep going. To choose life, day after day, when your world has been torn apart. 

And in that moment, my own grief felt different. Not smaller — but shared. We were both carrying a past shaped by absence. But somehow, in the quiet space between us, something else had started to grow.

I could see now how he seemed to find peace in the kids’ laughter. His fondness for them showed in the soft smiles that would sometimes flicker in his eyes.

I was overwhelmed with emotions as I tried to comprehend what he went through — what he continues to go through every day. 

It explained his quiet, reserved nature. I’d lost my husband, but I still had my beautiful kids — something I would never, ever take for granted.

I wanted to call him — every part of me wanted to reach out — but I knew it might be hard to find the right words, and that made me hesitate.

How do you respond to something so raw, so deeply personal, without stumbling over your own emotions?

So, I decided to take a shower first to gather myself and think about what to say... and how to say it. 

The hot water poured over me in steady streams, I just stood there, letting it soak into my skin and settle my thoughts. 

Steam curled around me like a soft cocoon, muffling the world outside and easing the chaos in my head.

I closed my eyes and leaned against the tiles, breathing deeply, the sound of the water drowning out everything but my own heartbeat.

I’d held it together — for the kids, for myself — but it hadn’t been easy. And now, here was this man, carrying a grief so heavy, yet somehow still capable of kindness and generosity.

The fact that he could still offer his home, his trust, and his story humbled me.

And it scared me, too. 

Because letting someone in again, even a little, meant lowering the walls I’d spent years building. 

When I finally turned off the water, I felt a little lighter and knew his letter needed to be acknowledged. 

I wanted to tell him about my life in more detail, to give back a little of the openness he’d offered me. 

But before I wrote anything, I felt a quiet urge to walk the grounds — to take in the full beauty of the garden. Not just to admire it, but to embrace it with intention – honouring its history with the respect it deserved. 

As I walked downstairs, I took in the hallways, quiet corridors, and grand rooms — spaces that had once held birthday parties and bedtime stories, late-night cuddles, little feet racing past, and bursts of laughter. Every elegant detail — from the curved bannisters to the polished floors and the soft glow of the lights — carried traces of the love that had once made this house a home.
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