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Chapter One: Arrival
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The town looked exactly like a place where nothing bad ever happened.

The first thing I noticed was the prettiness of it. Whitewashed walls catching the afternoon light. Harbour boats painted in colours that had no business being that cheerful. Window boxes trailing wisteria over the sills of a pub called The Anchor, where men sat outside in the kind of contented silence that suggested they was nowhere better to be and knew it.

I sat in my rental car at the top of the hill for longer than was strictly necessary, windows down, engine off, letting the salt air fill my lungs and hoping that it could work its magic on someone who desperately needed to start over.

My therapist — former therapist, as of last month, when I'd decided I was fine — would have called this a threshold moment. A pause before stepping into the new. She had a gift for making the ordinary sound archaeological.

The drive down into Carrow Bay was narrow enough that I had to fold in my wing mirrors, which felt like the town asserting early dominance. The satnav had given up somewhere around the third unmarked junction, offering a final, dignified "do a U-turn if possible" before going silent. I didn't blame it. Some places resist being navigated to. You must find your own way in.

My name is Mara Calloway, and I had come to Carrow Bay to do absolutely nothing for three weeks. No laptop. No alarm set before eight. No performance of a functioning adult. I was going to read the kind of books people read on beaches, the ones with raised foil lettering on the cover, and I was going to eat chips out of paper and watch the light change on the water and not think about the last twelve months for even a single second.

That was the plan.

I had an incredibly good track record with plans.

* * *

[image: ]


The cottage I'd rented was on a lane called Heron's Row, which the listing had described as charming and authentic — estate agent language, I'd learned, for small and slightly damp. But it wasn't damp, as it turned out. It was genuinely charming, with flagstone floors worn smooth by decades of other people's summers, and a kitchen window that looked directly out over the harbour.

I stood at that window for a while. The harbour was the kind of view that made you feel briefly philosophical. Boats nodded gently at their moorings. A woman walked a dog the size of a footstool along the quayside. Somewhere, a gull screamed.

In the middle of the harbour, prominent on a painted wooden sign mounted to the harbour office wall, were the words: CARROW CHARTERS — Trips, Excursions & Private Hire. Below it, a smaller placard: Ask for Dex.

I did not look at that sign for long. I already knew the name on it, and I'd arrived in Carrow Bay specifically to spend three weeks not thinking about him. Fate, it appeared, had already decided otherwise.

I made tea. I unpacked. I told myself it was fine. He ran a business here; of course he'd be visible. That didn't mean I'd have to interact with him. Carrow Bay was small, but it wasn't that small. 

The tea was good. The view from the kitchen window was lovely. The light on the water was exactly as advertised.

Everything was going to be perfectly fine.

* * *
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I gave myself an hour and then went out, because if I stayed in the cottage with nothing but my own thoughts and a view of Dex's name, I was going to spiral in a direction that would be difficult to explain to my former therapist.

Carrow Bay was the kind of place that had grown up around its harbour — everything arranged in concentric rings of function, the working waterfront at the centre, then the local businesses, then the accommodation for people like me who arrived with good intentions and a bad internet connection. There was a bakery, a newsagent, and a pub and, incongruously, a yoga studio above an ice cream shop. 

The resort bar — a place called The Tidewater, more polished than the rest of the town sat at the corner where the harbourside met the main lane. Its terrace was still busy in the late afternoon, pale-limbed visitors nursing Aperol Spritz, a couple of families doing the complicated manoeuvres of children plus proximity to water plus ice cream. I decided I deserved a drink.

I found a table near the edge of the terrace, ordered a glass of rose, and spent twenty minutes successfully not thinking about anything.

It was, given the circumstances, going quite well.

Then I looked up.

There was Dex standing at the bar inside, his back to me, I recognised him immediately from the way he stood — weight slightly forward, one elbow on the counter, the ease of a man who had never in his life felt unwelcome anywhere. He was talking to the barman with a familiarity that suggested this was a daily ritual. He laughed at something, and even from behind, I could see the way the barman smiled and the way the woman next to Dex half-turned to see what was funny.

That was the thing about Dex. The radius of his warmth. The way it could convince you that you were inside it, and only later would you understand what it meant to be outside.

I sat very still.

I was, I realised, holding my glass in both hands as though it might slip away.

He was going to turn around. That was simply the way these things worked. I had come to Carrow Bay thinking the odds of seeing him immediately were low, and the universe, which has a consistent and documented interest in making things worse, had arranged for me to see him within the first three hours.

He turned around.

His eyes found me immediately — or that might have been my imagination, the retrospective clarity of it, the sense that his gaze had always known where to look. He crossed the terrace in seconds.

"Mara," he said.

And he smiled.

It was an extraordinary smile. It had always been an extraordinary smile. The practised warmth of it, which could make you feel, in the moment it landed on you, that you were the most interesting person in the room.

"Dex," I said.

"You're here." He said it like a welcome, like he'd been expecting me, like I'd done something agreeable by arriving.

"I'm here," I agreed. I kept my voice entirely level. I was proud of this.

He tilted his head — a gesture I remembered, the one that meant he was choosing which version of himself to deploy next. "Small town," he said. "I did wonder, when I saw the booking."

So, he'd known. Of course he'd known. Carrow Bay was that kind of place.

"Then you'll have had time to get used to the idea," I said. "I'm just here for two weeks. I'll try not to bump into you again."

Something flickered in his expression. It was there and then it wasn't — there wasn't long enough to name it. "I hope not," he said pleasantly. "It'd be nice to catch up."

He held my gaze for exactly one beat longer than the sentence required.

Then he nodded, easy and unhurried, and walked away.

I looked back at my drink. My hands, I noticed, were completely steady. I was proud of this too.

I stayed at The Tidewater for another twenty minutes, on principle, and then walked back to Heron's Row in the early-evening light, past the chandlery and the bakery and the harbour and Carrow Charters' cheerful sign, and I told myself what I would keep telling myself for the next twenty-four hours, right up until the night of the bonfire:

I'm going to be fine. This was nothing. He's just a man I used to know.

The harbour was very still. The light was gold and low and salt-filtered, and the water caught it perfectly.

I went inside, made more tea, and went to bed early.

* * *
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Chapter Two: The Wrong Foot
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The morning arrived with the kind of light that makes you feel optimistic about the day ahead.

I stood at the kitchen window with my tea and watched the harbour come alive — the fishing boats heading out, the gulls making their usual argument about everything, the first of the cafe awnings going up along the quayside. I decided that Carrow Bay did mornings well. It had clearly been doing mornings well for a very long time and had no intention of changing its approach.

I had slept badly and woken twice, both times from dreams I couldn't hold onto, and I had lain in the dark of the cottage listening to the water and reminding myself, with some firmness, that I was an adult who had made an adult decision to come here and I was going to have a good time even if it killed me.

Which, in retrospect, was a peculiar way to put it.

I had a plan for the day. Walk. Coffee somewhere that wasn't The Tidewater. Find the beach that the listing had mentioned, the long one to the east of the harbour, away from the tourist end. Buy something unnecessary from the bakery. Be a person on holiday. I was good at plans. The execution was sometimes another matter, but the plans themselves were always very solid.

I was halfway through formulating the coffee component when I realised, I didn't know where anything was.

The cottage had come with a hand-drawn map in a laminated sleeve, the kind of earnest local resource that lists things like the good butcher (not the harbour one) and if you want a taxi, ask at the pub, don't use your phone. I had glanced at it last night and put it somewhere. I spent ten minutes finding it under the larger of my two bags, studied it for another five, and concluded that either my spatial reasoning had deteriorated significantly or the map had been drawn by someone with a very personal relationship with scale.

I went out anyway. The lane would lead somewhere. Lanes always did.

* * *
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Heron's Row spilled down to the harbourside in a series of turns that should have been confusing but were, in the morning light, mostly just pleasant. I passed a cat sitting in a window with the authority of cats who own the buildings they're in. I passed a gate with a small handwritten sign that said EGGS — honesty box and a clay pot of money beside it. I passed the chandlery, which was not yet open, and a narrow alley between two whitewashed buildings that, according to the map, contained something called the old net loft without further elaboration.

The workshop was at the harbour's far end, where the pretty tourist’s half of the quayside gave way to the working half — rougher boards, coiled rope, the smell of salt and diesel and something mechanical underneath. A long, low building with its double doors thrown open to the morning. A hand-lettered sign above the door: MARINE SERVICES & REPAIRS — J. VALE.

I wouldn't have stopped. I didn't need a marine service. I needed a coffee and a bakery, and I had neither. But one of the boats at the near mooring had fouled its line on something, and in my attempt to get past it without walking through whatever the dark residue was on the boards, I misjudged the gap and walked, with some commitment, directly into a mooring post.

It connected with my elbow in a way that sent a bright flare of pain up to my shoulder.

I said something uncharitable about the post. And then a voice said, from inside the open doors, "You alright?"

I turned.

He was standing in the workshop entrance, wiping his hands on a cloth that had long since given up on being clean, watching me with an expression that was not concerned and not quite amused — somewhere between, which was somehow worse than either.

He was tall, built in the way people who do physical work are built — not performatively, just structurally. Dark hair, a few days past a haircut. He wore a grey t-shirt with something unreadable printed on it and work trousers with a tear at the left knee that looked accidental rather than fashionable. He looked like someone who had never in his life given any thought to how he looked, which had the slightly unfair result of making him look incredibly good.

He was also, I noticed, completely calm. Not in a deliberate way, not the performed serenity of someone trying to project a mood — just apparently by default. As though the morning, the broken line, the woman who'd walked into a mooring post, were all within the acceptable parameters of a normal Tuesday.

"Fine," I said. "I wasn't looking where I was going."

"The post's been there thirty years," he said. "First time it's surprised anyone."

"I'm very good at being statistically unlikely."

Something shifted in his expression — not quite a smile, but in the vicinity of one. He nodded at my elbow. "That'll bruise."

"It already hurts like it's bruising." I moved it experimentally. It definitely wasn't broken. It was just that pain of bone connecting with something immovable, which was a good metaphor for several things in my recent life and not one I intended to pursue before ten in the morning.

He looked at me for a moment with the calm, unhurried attention of someone who had no pressing need to look away. Not rudely. Just — steadily.

"You're staying in the Bay?" he said. It wasn't quite a question.

"Heron's Row. Two weeks." I wasn't sure why I'd volunteered the duration. "I'm looking for coffee and a bakery, in that order. I have a map that I think may be fictional."

"The laminated one from the cottage."

"Is it wrong?"

"The bakery moved two years ago. It's on the other side of the lane now, behind the pub." He turned slightly and pointed, a gesture that assumed knowledge of the landscape I didn't yet have. "The coffee — there's the place on the terrace, or there's Mari's, up the hill. Mari's is better."

"Thank you." I tucked this away. "Sorry about the post."

"The post is fine." He looked back at his workshop, then at me again. That quiet consideration. "Jake," he said.

"Mara."

A pause. Considered but not unfriendly. He had, I noticed, very still hands — the cloth held loosely, no fidgeting, none of the small self-consciousness of meeting someone new. He was either very assured or very private, and I couldn't yet tell which.

"You're a friend of Dex's?" he asked.

I kept my face arranged. It took a modest effort. "No," I said. "We know each other. I wouldn't say friends."

Something happened in his expression when he said Dex's name — the slightest adjustment, too small and too fast to classify. He looked out at the harbour for just a moment. Then back at me.

"Right," he said.

He said it with the neutrality of someone who had already filed the conversation and moved on from it, which was an unusual response and not one I quite knew what to do with. Most people, when you mentioned Dex, had an opinion — Carrow Bay, it was already clear, was a town that liked Dex, and liking Dex tended to produce warmth in people, the warmth of the endorsed. Jake's reaction was neither warm nor cold. Just — level.

I found it, for reasons I couldn't immediately explain, irritating.

"Well," I said. "Thanks for the directions."

"Other side of the lane," he said again. "Past the green door."

I turned to go.

"The thing with the fouled line," he said behind me.

I looked back.

He was looking at the boat at the near mooring — the one with the tangled line I'd tried to navigate past. His expression had shifted slightly. Not concerned, exactly. Something more specific than that, which I noticed but couldn't name.

"What about it?"

"It's not fouled." He said it quietly, as though to himself more than to me. "The line's been cut."

He was still looking at the boat. Not at me. I had the distinct sense I was not supposed to have heard this.

"One of Dex's?" I said.

A beat. Exactly one beat too long.

"No," he said. "Different charter. Nothing to do with anything."

He moved back into the workshop. Back to whatever he'd been doing before I'd walked into a mooring post. As though the conversation had reached its natural end point, and he had simply stepped out of it.

I stood there for a moment with my sore elbow and the morning light on the harbour and the strange, unresolved quality of the last thirty seconds.

Nothing to do with anything.

He'd said it like a man who knew exactly what things were to do with.

I filed it — the way I always filed things, the habit of a person whose job involved noticing details and not letting them go — and I went to find my coffee and my bakery and my beach.

It was a bright morning. The town was beautiful. I had two weeks of doing nothing ahead of me.

I did not think about the line that had been cut, or the single beat of silence before his answer, or the way he'd looked out at the harbour in the moment I'd mentioned Dex's name.

I thought about it quite a lot. But I told myself I didn't.

* * *
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Mari's coffee was exceptional. It came in a heavy ceramic cup and tasted like someone had taken the concept of mornings seriously. I sat outside on a step — the cafe had three small tables but they were all taken by locals who had the air of people with territorial rights — and drank it slowly and looked down over the rooftops to the harbour below, which glittered with the easy self-satisfaction of somewhere that knew it was picturesque.

I thought about calling my sister. I thought about it in the way you think about things you're not ready to do — turning them over, setting them down, checking again. She'd been the one who'd found the cottage listing. Go somewhere with sea, she'd said. Don't take your laptop. Don't let yourself think. She had a gift for instruction that had always either helped or infuriated me, depending on the topic.

The topic this time was the last twelve months. The slow, grinding dissolution of things I'd thought were stable. The job that had restructured itself around a version of me that I wasn't. The flat that had stopped feeling like home. The exhaustion of performing competence while privately feeling like a building with subsidence.

And Dex, in the background of all of it. Not centrally. Not causally. But there — a reminder of an older version of the same mistake, the one where I'd trusted the radius of someone's warmth and found out, too late, that it wasn't specific to me.

I finished my coffee. I put the cup on the step beside me. I looked at the water.

He knew you were coming, I thought. He saw the booking. He chose to say so.

I replayed his expression from the terrace last night. The flicker before the charm resettled. I had spent enough time with Dex to know that the charm was real — it wasn't fake exactly, but it was also a tool, and like any tool, what mattered was what you used it for.

I went and bought something almondy from the bakery, ate it walking, and spent the rest of the morning on the east beach, which was everything the listing had promised — long and pale and mostly empty, the touristy end of town apparently preferring the harbour beach where you could combine swimming with looking at boats. I found a spot where the dunes started and sat in the warm grass and read sixty pages of something with foil lettering and thought, with some success, about nothing much at all.

It was, on balance, a good morning.

I only thought about Jake Vale and his measured silences three or four times.

Just idle observation, I told myself. Noticing things. It was what I did.

There was probably nothing to notice.

* * *
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I was back at The Tidewater at six-thirty for want of anywhere else to be — the village ate early and the alternative was the cottage and my own company, which I'd had enough of in the past year — when I saw them.

Jake was at the far end of the terrace, leaning against the railing with a beer, talking to a man I didn't recognise. Fifties, weathered, with the build of someone who'd spent decades outdoors. Easy laugh. The friendliness of a person who was liked everywhere he went.

They were having a quiet conversation — not conspiratorial, nothing visibly wrong with it. But as I watched, Jake glanced toward the harbour. Specifically, toward the mooring area. The same look he'd had this morning when he'd talked about the cut line — that look of private knowledge, of a mind running a calculation it wasn't sharing.

The other man said something. Jake nodded, once, and something in his posture settled — closed, whatever the question was it had been answered.

Then he looked up and saw me watching.

For a moment neither of us moved.

He picked up his beer. Looked away. Returned to his conversation.

I ordered a glass of rose. I didn't look back at him. I looked at the menu, which I'd already read, and the harbour, and the early-evening light reflecting on the water.

He'd looked at the mooring. The same mooring.

The cut line. Nothing to do with anything.

I was on holiday. I was here to do nothing. I was exceptionally good at doing nothing when I set my mind to it.

I read the menu a second time.

A third.

I looked up, once, toward the far end of the terrace. But he was already gone.

* * *
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Chapter Three: The Ex
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The second morning was even better than the first, which I took as evidence that things were trending in the right direction.

I found Mari's without the map. I ate a proper breakfast at the cafe on the harbourside — eggs, toast, a pot of tea that arrived in three instalments — and I read another forty pages of my foil-lettered novel and didn't look at the harbour once. This was a personal achievement I noted with quiet satisfaction.

I had decided, overnight, that I was approaching the Dex situation with the wrong mindset. I'd been treating his presence in Carrow Bay as a problem to be managed — something to route around, a minefield requiring careful navigation. This was, I'd concluded somewhere around three in the morning, exactly backwards. He was the one who'd built a life here. I was a visitor. Which meant he was simply part of the setting, like the harbour and the boats and the cheerful window boxes, and I could relate to him accordingly — with the pleasant, detached appreciation of someone passing through.

We were adults. It had been two years. I was fine.

This was an excellent plan, and I believed in it completely until approximately eleven-fifteen, when he found me.

* * *
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I had gone to look at the boats.

This was not, I told myself, related to anything. I liked boats. I had always liked boats, in the abstract way of someone who had grown up landlocked and therefore invested them with a romantic significance they probably didn't deserve. The harbour in the mid-morning had a particular quality — the working boats back in, the charter boats beginning their tourist runs, the whole choreography of a small harbour — and I had told myself I was simply appreciating this.

I had told myself that I was not wondering which boat was Dex's, or what cut lines looked like, or where exactly J. Vale of Marine Services & Repairs had been looking when he'd had that quality of private calculation on his face.

I was definitely not doing any of that.

The boats were moored in two lines along the main quay — the working fishing fleet on the near side, the charter and leisure boats on the far side, where the boards were cleaner and there were proper cleats and a painted notice about harbour dues. Dex's boat was unmissable, as things associated with Dex tended to be. The Carrow Star — a sleek, well-maintained vessel with the name in dark blue lettering and the Carrow Charters livery along the hull. Larger than most of the leisure boats. The kind of boat that looked like an investment rather than a hobby.

I was standing looking at it — just looking, simple the appreciation of a landlocked person encountering something nautical — when a voice behind me said: "She's a good boat, isn't she."

It was not a question.

Dex had come from the direction of the harbourmaster's office. He was in his work clothes — a polo shirt with the Carrow Charters logo, sunglasses pushed up into his hair — and he moved with the ease of a person in their natural environment.

"She's a beautiful boat," I said, because she was, and because I had decided I was treating him like part of the setting.

"I know you're not here for the boats, Mara."

"I'm on holiday," I said pleasantly. "I'm here for everything."

He smiled. The smile that I used to think was only for me, and he moved to stand beside me at the quay's edge, close but not intrusively so, and looked out at The Carrow Star with the satisfaction of a man looking at a thing he owns.

"Two years," he said. "You look well."

"Thank you." I kept my gaze on the boat. "So do you."

This was true. Dex at thirty-four had the same qualities as Dex at thirty-two — the broad ease of him, the social sureness, the way he occupied space without apology. He'd always been handsome in a way that photographs captured accurately, which was rarer than you'd think. Dark eyes that registered attention as a gift, which was highly effective if you didn't know how widely the gift was distributed.

"I mean it," he said. "You look — less tired. When you left you were exhausted."

When you left. As though I'd simply finished a visit. As though the leaving hadn't been the kind of conversation that strips paint.

"I was tired," I agreed, neutrally.

"Running yourself into the ground at that job." He shook his head, affectionate, the way you are about someone else's flaw. "Always too much going on inside that head."

He'd always done this — the observation framed as a small, fond criticism. You overthink everything. Meaning: you see too much. Meaning, I now understood: you were getting close to something.

"The job's fine," I said. "I'm here on holiday. Taking a break."

"And you picked Carrow Bay." He turned to look at me then — directly, the sunglasses still in his hair. "Of all the places."

"I wanted the sea."

"You could have had the sea anywhere."

"I liked the look of this one." I met his eyes. "And I didn't know I needed your permission to be here."

Something shifted. Just for a moment — a minor change in the quality of the air between us, the warmth recalibrating. Then it settled back, and he laughed, easy and self-deprecating, the laugh that always made you feel like you'd made a joke even when you hadn't.

"You don't," he said. "I'm glad you're here. I mean that."

He said it with such uncomplicated warmth that a version of me — the version from two years ago, or even the version from twelve months ago, ground down and raw and susceptible to the familiar — might have believed it.

I noted that I did not in fact believe it. I noted this quietly, without drama, and found that it felt like progress.

"The boat business is going well, then," I said, turning back to The Carrow Star. The subject change was deliberate. He'd recognise it. He would let it happen anyway because redirecting gracefully was one of his skills.

"Better every year. The summer trade's grown — we're running three boats now. Day trips, private hire, overnight charters." He tilted his head toward the further moorings. "I've got two other boats out today. There's good money in people who want to believe they're having an adventure."

"What sort of adventure?"

"Coastal routes, mostly. There's a sea cave system about three miles east that's popular — you can only access it by water at certain tides. Gets the right kind of tourist very excited." He smiled. "The other sort of private hire's quieter. Clients who want to get somewhere without the ferry, move things without the paperwork. Less glamorous."

I looked at him.

He looked back at me with the frank, unworried openness of a man saying nothing of interest.

"Moving things," I said.

"Cargo runs," he said easily. "Chandlery supplies, equipment, that sort of thing. The islands don't always want to wait for the regular schedule." He gestured vaguely seaward. "It's dull work but steady."

"Very entrepreneurial," I said.

"I always had ambition." He smiled again. "You used to say it was my best quality."

"I don't remember saying that."

"You said it in Lisbon. On the second night."

He said it without weight — just the casual deployment of a shared memory, a reminder that he had them and I was in them. Not hostile, not threatening. Just a gentle pressure. I know your history. I was there. You cannot revise what I remember.

Lisbon. Before I'd understood. Before I'd started noticing the small accumulating wrongness of him and pushing at it, and finding, with a lurch, how much give there was.

"I should get on," I said. "I have a beach with my name on it."

"Mara."

I stopped.

He was looking at me with something that, in a different story, I might have read as regret. The warmth slightly set aside, something more direct behind it.

"It ended badly," he said. "I know it did. I'm not going to pretend otherwise." A pause. "But you're here for two weeks, and I'm here, and this is a small town. I'd rather it wasn't — difficult. Between us."

There was something almost genuine in it. This was the complicated truth about Dex: the performance was so complete that you could never quite get to the bottom of where it ended and something real began. He had a gift for sincerity that read as sincerity even when you knew, intellectually, to be suspicious of it.

"It doesn't have to be anything," I said. "I'm on holiday. You run your business. We're fine."

He nodded. Accepting this.

"If you want a trip out on the boat," he said, "you only have to ask. The sea cave's worth seeing. I'm told it changes people."

"I'll bear it in mind," I said.

I walked back along the harbourside toward the lane, past the mooring posts and the coiled rope and the smell of salt and diesel, and I kept my pace entirely even and my face arranged appropriately and I didn't let myself think anything substantive until I'd turned the corner and the harbour was out of sight.

Then I stood for a moment in the lane beside the green door that was near the bakery, and I let myself think.

Move things without the paperwork.

He'd said it so casually. A throwaway. The kind of detail that offers itself up as insignificant.

I filed it.

I filed the way he'd said it, too — the ease, the self-deprecation. The performance of openness. Dex had always been good at performing openness. It was a skill: the suggestion of candour in place of the thing itself.

And I filed something else. A smaller thing, barely a thing at all. As I'd walked away along the quay, I'd been close enough to the further moorings — the private charter side, away from The Carrow Star — to notice that one of the boats there looked new and hadn’t been there the day before. A man on the deck, checking something in the stern, his forearm visible as he worked.

A tattoo. Geometric, dark-inked. A pattern I didn't recognise.

He'd looked up briefly and I'd looked away, and it was nothing, it was a man on a boat, this was a harbour and harbours had men on boats.

I went to the east beach, and I swam, for the first time, in the sea — cold and sharp and full of salt — I let it take everything I was carrying and replace it with nothing but sensation.

The sun was warm, the water was cold, and I floated on my back looking up at a sky that had no opinions about any of this.

Dex was just a man I used to know.

* * *
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The bonfire was announced by a handwritten notice on the board outside The Anchor: COMMUNITY BONFIRE — EAST BEACH — FRIDAY 8PM. ALL WELCOME. BRING A BOTTLE.

I'd passed it every day. I'd been passing it every day and noting it with the mild interest of a visitor who might or might not attend, and then telling myself I wouldn’t, and then telling myself it was just a bonfire, and I was the sort of person who liked bonfires.

Jake was near the harbour when I passed on the way back from the beach — outside his workshop, doing something to a mooring with the focused competence of a man who knew his tools. He didn't look up as I passed. Then he did.

"You went in," he said.

I was still carrying my towel. My hair was the sort of state that telegraphed recent swimming clearly.

"It seemed like the thing to do."

He looked at me for a moment with that still, considering attention. "It's cold this time of year," he said.

"I noticed that."

A smile. "Gets easier." He looked back at the mooring. "The longer you stay, the easier it gets."

I wasn't sure if he meant the sea or the town or something more specific.

I looked at him for a moment.

"I'll take your word for it," I said.

I walked on up the lane.

I was not thinking about Jake Vale. I was not thinking about Dex. I was not thinking about cargo runs and missing paperwork and a tattoo on a forearm that had already dissolved back into the general noise of a harbour afternoon.

I was thinking about the bonfire on Friday.

I was thinking about whether it would be a mistake to go.

I had not yet reached a conclusion.

* * *
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Chapter Four: The Bonfire
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Friday arrived the way pleasant weather always does in places that can't guarantee it — with a slightly aggressive perfection, as though the sky had decided to make a point.

I spent the day doing what I'd promised myself I'd do for the whole fortnight: nothing that counted. I walked the cliff path east of the bay, which the laminated map had marked with a small star and the annotation worth it in someone's careful handwriting, and it was — the kind of view that makes you feel briefly humble, the coastline opening out in both directions, the sea and its indifference far below. I sat on a flat rock and ate the cheese and chutney sandwich I'd assembled from the provisions in the cottage's small pantry and I read sixty pages. I thought about almost nothing of consequence for nearly four hours.

I came back sunned and salt-aired and slightly surprised by my own equanimity.

I was going to the bonfire. I'd decided this somewhere on the cliff path, in the way you decide things when you're not looking directly at the question — a quiet settling, a well, obviously, the sense that the alternative was sitting alone in the cottage listening to other people have a good time fifty metres away. I was a person who went to bonfires. I liked bonfires. The fact that Dex would certainly be there was not a deterrent.

I told myself this with full conviction while I showered and pulled on the loose linen dress I'd bought on a whim in a charity shop three weeks ago — dark navy, the kind of thing you wear when you want to feel like a different version of yourself, or when you're trying to be casual about something and want to look like you haven't tried.

I was ready by seven-thirty and spent twenty minutes not quite leaving until the sounds from the east beach were festive enough that waiting longer would have been conspicuous.

* * *
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The east beach at eight on a warm Friday was something else entirely from the empty stretch I'd been swimming off all week.
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