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Praise for Veronica Henry


‘Wow, wow, WOW. Her best and most perfect book yet’


JILL MANSELL


‘Uplifting, inspiring and guaranteed to make you hungry’


SARAH MORGAN


‘Family secrets, a beautiful Cornish setting and a beach like no other … I was swept away!’


LUCY DIAMOND


‘I absolutely loved it!’


KATE EBERLEN


‘A delicious, dreamy, joy of a book’


LIBBY PAGE


‘Gorgeously romantic’


JO THOMAS


‘I loved this gorgeous, hopeful story of second chances’


LIZ FENWICK


‘The perfect weekend read. I was so captivated I didn’t notice I was turning the pages’


FANNY BLAKE


‘Captivating and romantic. I completely fell in love with Speedwell’


HEIDI SWAIN


‘Full of warmth, joy and a brilliant cast of characters’


ALEX BROWN


‘Irresistibly romantic and bursting with joie de vivre. I adored it’


PHILLIPA ASHLEY


‘A sumptuous, joyfully indulgent treat of a book’


CRESSIDA McLAUGHLIN


‘Such wonderful characters and the perfect setting’


CARI ROSEN
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Prologue



Twenty years earlier


Nikki stood at the top of the steps. They were precarious at the best of times, let alone in a high wind with the rain almost horizontal, driving little needles straight onto her eyelids. The television and radio had been rife with severe weather warnings all day. No one with any sense was out in it. You’d have to be mad. Maybe she was? She sometimes thought so. But she hadn’t seen him for over a week, what with one thing and another, so here she was, scrambling down, her sneakers slipping on the wet stones, the shale at the edges providing no purchase, nothing to cling on to but a few scrubby branches of gorse.


When she’d left town earlier, the waves were coming up over the harbour wall, hurling themselves over the railings in a spectacular display of petulance. The wind careened around the winding streets as if hunting someone down, relentless and unforgiving, letting out a high-pitched moan. Speedwell was battening down its hatches, shops shutting early, sandbags in doorways, cars moving away from the edge of the quay. Everyone knew the drill. No one ignored the warnings.


People often mistook August for a month of glorious sunshine and high temperatures, but it could bring the worst storms, sudden and unexpected. No doubt tomorrow, it would be as if nothing had happened. The sun would come out and the sea would be tranquil and nonchalant. The tourists would emerge, eager to make up for a day spent indoors on jigsaws and holiday paperbacks. The tills would ring merrily again: postcards and fudge and ice creams.


But for today, the storm raged on.


At the bottom, she jumped onto the sand. The sea was a murky, bruised blue, swirling and surging at random. It didn’t seem to know where it wanted to go, as dangerous and unpredictable as a drunk at throwing-out time. She put up a hand to wipe her face. It was impossible to know what was rain, what was salt spray and what was her tears. When had she started to cry again? She mustn’t. She had to hold it together, or he would take her in his arms and kiss those tears away and her resolution would crumble.


She’d made up her mind. It was the solution with the least collateral damage. He wouldn’t be able to argue with her logic. Sometimes in life you had to make a sacrifice. You had to do the noble thing.


She took in a gulp of air to try to calm herself, pressing her body against the cliff as she edged along towards the rocks that formed their hiding place. She knew the shoreline like the back of her hand, even though it changed with every turn of the tide, every phase of the moon, the sand and the rocks shifting and morphing, the colours melting into each other. She knew its smell, that hit of briny, brackish air like opening an oyster. The feel of the sand that branded the soles of your feet in the midday summer sun but would be cold and hard as iron if she stepped on it now. The noise of the waves: now a menacing boom, but on a warm night they would whisper gently as you drifted off to sleep. She tried not to think about the fact that this was the last time she would see him like this.


In secret.


On their secret beach.
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Now


A spectacular position with unrivalled panoramic views, it said on the details. This former coastguard’s cottage on the rugged coast of North Cornwall would make the perfect clifftop retreat.


Living in a small town had its advantages, especially if you knew the right people. When her friend Joel told her the house of her dreams was about to come on the market, Nikki was the first in line. She watched as Joel fished the keys out of the pocket of his waxed coat and aimed for the lock, shutting one eye then booting the bottom of the door with a well-aimed kick that made her wince.


‘Stuck again,’ he said. ‘You should replace it with a UPVC one. It’s the salt.’


No way, thought Nikki privately. That wouldn’t suit the cottage at all. Built of a soft grey stone, it was identical to its three adjoining neighbours, with a slate roof, a porch in the middle and four sash windows. Above the door was a window light with ‘Number Four’ written in black and gold cursive.


All the door needed was a bit of sanding and a lick of paint, she thought. Perhaps royal blue, rather than its current dingy white. They went through the porch with its wooden benches – perfect for tucking boots and shoes underneath – and stepped straight inside a large room. All the furniture had gone and the carpet was curling at the edges. Nikki was itching to pull it up, for she could see there were pine floorboards underneath.


‘It was all re-wired backalong,’ Joel told her, snapping on a light. ‘And the owner’s family had central heating put in for him a few years ago.’


The smell of damp suggested they hadn’t bothered to put it on since he’d passed. It wouldn’t take much to warm the place by lighting a crackling fire in the inglenook fireplace. Nikki was trying not to smile. It was everything she dreamed it would be, even if it was half the size of her current house. She didn’t need so much space anymore. She didn’t need to be walking distance from the school. The advantages of an empty nest. And she already had a buyer lined up. Joel had a hot box of people wanting to buy property in Speedwell. She was good to go.


Through an archway was a small dining area at the foot of the stairs and through that was the kitchen. Eek. Fifty shades of brown. Beige lino, fake-mahogany units, fawn tiles, paint the colour of burnt porridge. There was a very old under-the-counter fridge and an electric hob with spiral burners, the kind you’d have lit your cigarette on back in the day. But Nikki wasn’t fazed. There was an Everhot range that just needed going over with a tub of Astonish. And from the window, beyond the wall at the bottom of the garden, all she could see was miles and miles of pewter ocean, shifting and shimmering. Who cared about grotty old kitchen units when you had that view?


She had to have it.


She told herself she mustn’t get too excited. This house would be catnip to second-homers. The asking price was just a lure to get people in through the door.


‘Handy toilet.’ At the back of the kitchen, Joel clicked the latch of a tongue-and-groove door to reveal a pink loo with no seat. The smell suggested the owner’s aim hadn’t been terribly accurate.


‘That’ll have to come out,’ said Nikki. ‘It’ll make a perfect larder.’


She imagined it lined with wooden shelves with all her groceries in perfect rows.


Joel shut the door with a smile. ‘Shall we see upstairs?’


They headed up the narrow wooden staircase. There were two double rooms, one single and a bathroom with an avocado suite.


‘I’ll let you have a look around,’ said Joel, and he pulled his phone out of his pocket, scrolling through his emails.


In the back bedroom, Nikki pressed her forehead against the window. From up here, the view was even more spectacular, a silver carpet leading to infinity. Her gaze drifted down to the garden. An untouched tangle of grass and brambles, an empty washing line drooping across the middle. A dry-stone wall marked the boundary, and behind that, across a swathe of scrub, the steps she’d been down so many times. At the bottom, surrounded by towering rocks, was a beach made from millions and millions of crushed shells, known to the locals as Devil’s Cove. To Nikki and her friends, as teenagers, it was known as the secret beach. From time to time, winter storms caused a landslide and the steps crumbled away, to be gradually reformed. You needed nerve and stamina to go down, but it was worth it.


She felt a thrill of excitement at the thought of being so near the place that had been such a big part of her life, but she told herself to stay calm. The chances were slim. Her pockets weren’t as deep as some.


She glanced at the garden next door. It was the opposite of this overgrown wilderness, landscaped in limestone slabs, white pebbles and teak decking, with drifts of soft grasses rustling in the breeze. By the boundary wall was a raised terrace screened by a row of black bamboo, and on it was perched a wooden hot tub. She imagined sitting there on a starlit night, gazing up at the sky.


She left the room and went to find Joel.


‘Who lives next door?’


Joel rolled his eyes. ‘Londoners. It’s a holiday let,’ he said. ‘They must be raking it in.’


Nikki didn’t rise to the bait. They were all making money from out-of-towners. Even – especially, arguably, as an estate agent – Joel, but it was habit for the locals to complain about them. Nikki tried not to partake. She’d certainly done well from them herself. As a wedding planner, the majority of her clients were people from away who dreamed of getting married by the sea. You didn’t bite the hand that fed you.


She felt downhearted all of a sudden, knowing the amount of money a property like this could make as a holiday let would mean she’d probably lose it to an investor. For a moment, she wished she hadn’t taunted herself by coming to view it. It was everything she’d ever wanted. Every time she’d gone down the steps to the secret beach, ever since she’d been at school, she’d looked at these cottages and thought one day. Was it really within her grasp?


Why not? She worked hard. Saved hard. She deserved to live here as much as anyone. And this, as they say, was ‘her’ time. She thought of her lovely Bill, swinging in a hammock in Bali, working on his laptop, happy as a clam. She’d have her son back home in a heartbeat, but she accepted he’d had to fly the nest. And this could be her reward, for the pain of losing him to a tropical paradise. He’d flit back in and out of her life, of course he would, but in the meantime, she couldn’t just sit and wait for him to reappear. She needed to make a new future for herself. Could a house replace a person? Probably not. Yet she had fallen in love with this little cottage and how it made her feel.


She loved the way the silvery ocean light crept into every corner.


She loved the way it felt good about itself, even though it was a little worn at the edges.


She loved the way it already seemed like home.


She realised Joel was looking at her.


‘It’s yours, if you want it,’ he said.


‘What?’ She wasn’t sure she’d heard properly.


‘The vendors say their dad wanted it to go to someone local. And they want a quick sale.’ He spread his hands. ‘I can call and tell them, if you offer the asking price.’


‘They could probably get more.’ She couldn’t believe she’d said that.


‘Maybe,’ said Joel. ‘But he’s left all his money to charity, so they don’t care.’


‘Oh.’


‘Some of it’s going to the lifeboat.’ Joel knew this would mean a lot to Nikki. After all, she was crew, and the lifeboat depended heavily on donations and bequests.


Her heart was pounding. She hadn’t thought she was in with a chance, but now it was within her grasp, she felt a bit overwhelmed. She had to go for it. ‘Absolutely. Asking price it is. We’ve got a deal.’


She stuck out her hand. Joel smiled, and they shook. They went back a long way. He’d been two years below her at school; played football with her brother Graham. The family company, North Property Management, had always looked after his rentals, fixing things at a moment’s notice, so she knew he would make this deal work.


‘Is it OK if I have a look around the garden?’


‘Stay as long as you like. Far as I’m concerned, it’s yours now.’


She knew Joel would go back to the office happy. A short chain with no complications was worth its weight in gold. And with a fair wind, she’d be in Number 4 Coastguard Cottages before summer got underway.
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Nikki headed around the side of the house, pushed the squeaky old gate and walked through the long grass. The sea air rushed up to her in excitement, as if it had just heard the news. She breathed it in, the salty breeze that swept in over the barnacled rocks. In Speedwell, the air was tinged with diesel and fish from the boats in the harbour; frying chips and roasting coffee. Here, just a quarter of a mile along the coast, the gusts that came in from the Atlantic were pure and untainted but for the faint drift of seaweed.


Amidst the overgrown grass, she spotted pale yellow primroses, white narcissi and a drift of purple crocuses, and she felt a wave of sadness for whoever had planted them. Their heart must have been lifted by their arrival every spring, just as hers was now.


For a moment, she wondered if her deal with Joel had been a dream. It wasn’t every day that the thing you had been working towards came true. For a while now she’d craved seascape and solace – not isolation, but the ability to be by herself and enjoy her own company and have the choice of when to see other people. Her life, by anyone’s standards, was busy, and life in a small town meant everyone knew your business. Often before you did.


She pulled out her phone and pressed the FaceTime button, checking there was enough signal. She still couldn’t get over the fact that she could see Bill in Bali at the touch of a button even though he was on the other side of the world. It was early evening there now, so hopefully she’d catch him.


And yes! There he was. Her heart never failed to leap when she saw his smiley face, so like his dad.


‘Hey, Ma!’


He was in a tight tank top, his arms butterscotch brown, his hair almost to his shoulders. Probably on his way out to a beach bar. He was a digital nomad, doing fiendishly clever things on his laptop from a country where he could wear flip-flops all day and swing in a hammock. It was what was known as a no-brainer.


‘Guess what I’ve just bought!’


‘You got it?’


She held up crossed fingers to the camera, then flipped it to show him the view.


‘This will be the view from your bedroom next time you come home.’


‘That’s so cool, Ma.’


‘It’s way smaller than your old one.’ It still worried her. They both knew he didn’t need his own space anymore, but as a mum it was counterintuitive to get rid of your child’s bedroom so she would keep that little third one for him. But she knew he wasn’t likely to come home permanently. All you could ask for at this stage in your child’s life was for them to be safe and well and happy, and Bill was all of those things. She’d worried about him not going to uni at first, but now she had to admit he had his life sorted. There was no point in structuring her life around his any longer. It was a weird feeling. Bittersweet. Freedom at a price.


‘I’ve still got my room at Dad’s, remember. As long as I’ve got somewhere to crash when I come and see you.’


‘You definitely have.’ She knew she’d go to pains to decorate it, even though he’d only be in it a couple of days in any given year. It was called being a mum. ‘All good with you?’


He gave her a thumbs-up. ‘Golden.’ That was the most she’d get. She probably didn’t want to know too much. She kissed her fingertips at him and gave him a wave. ‘See ya, Mum.’


He was gone. Off for a sundowner with some long-limbed girl with intricate tattoos, no doubt. Lucky boy.


She waded through the garden, scrambled over the wall at the bottom, then dropped down onto the path that ran behind. She headed west, away from the cottages, until she reached a small gap in the thick hedge. If you didn’t know it was there, you’d miss it, for there was nothing to indicate the magic that lay below.


She pushed her way through the gap and assessed the state of the steps. Over winter, anything could have happened, but to her expert eye it looked manageable. You needed to be surefooted and have no fear of heights to climb down, for the drop was sheer and the steps scarcely wide enough to hold a shoe. But she’d done it so many times she had the knack of planting her foot firmly in the middle, and not looking down.


As soon as she started her descent the wind began to pummel her, no longer the benign breeze she’d enjoyed in the garden. And when she got to the bottom, she saw the waves were wild – the tide was in, leaving only a narrow strip of beach. She stood, breathless from her climb, exhilarated by her surroundings. The dark slate of the cliffs, the pale wet sand, the steel-grey of the sea, topped with brilliant white foam. She was mesmerised by the swell of the waves and their capricious nature. If you thought you had their measure, you were a fool. You were never safe.


No one knew that better than she did.


In summer, the sea would be lazy and beguiling, the water jade and the beach a rosy pink, warmed by the sun. Then, this little cove would be a haven for anyone who ventured down here. You could hide here all day, unseen. Nikki remembered long, hot summers, lugging a rucksack full of cans of cider and ham rolls and suntan cream, battered Jackie Collins paperbacks and a portable CD player. It was the time and place she had felt happiest, for everything had seemed so simple then. She and her friends had sunbathed and swum and danced until the sun went down leaving a streak of burnt orange across the horizon. She remembered firm bronzed skin and freckles and salty hair; carefree laughter and no responsibility except being up in time for school or work the next morning.


And she shivered, remembering another time when this had been her refuge. Cold hands, white puffs of icy breath, a shared flask of fiery rum. Her hopes being raised and then dashed like the sea against the cliffs. A storm of emotions: joy and despair, passion and horrible, horrible unending doubt. Nikki, always so certain, had been crippled by her inability to know what was the right thing to do. And in the end, she had known the right thing to do was to walk away. But it had been too late.


With a swoosh, the waves came up to her, nibbling at her trainers. She danced away from them, then jumped onto the flat rock where they used to line up their cans and bottles – a makeshift bar. She held her arms out and let the wind batter her. She wasn’t going to dwell on the past. She had a successful business, a son who was making his own way in life and, now, the house she’d been waiting a lifetime for.


‘The world is my oyster!’ she shouted out loud. She hoped nobody was watching, as she must look like a mad woman, screaming like a banshee. But the world was her oyster, finally – and it was up to her to make pearls. As many as she could.
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Just over two months later, on a bright, breezy May morning, Joel handed Nikki a set of keys and a welcoming wicker basket with scones, raspberry jam and clotted cream.


‘It’s probably the last thing you want,’ said Joel. ‘But I give them to all my clients. And then remind them it’s cream first in Devon, jam first in Cornwall.’


Speedwell was right on the border. The town itself was in Cornwall, but half a mile up the coast you stepped over into North Devon. So nowhere was the cream or jam debate more fierce.


Nikki tucked the scones in her bicycle basket. ‘I don’t mind which comes first,’ she said, grinning. ‘And thanks, Joel. I know how much you helped make this happen.’


‘And people say estate agents are the scum of the earth.’ Joel grinned and raised his hand. Nikki gave it a triumphant slap. There’d be a bottle of champagne on its way to him by way of thanks.


She pocketed the keys then rode hell for leather out of town on her e-bike and up the winding hill that followed the coast. As the cottages came into view, she felt a surge of excitement. The same excitement she used to feel as a teenager, filled with the anticipation of an afternoon of fun and laughter and music with her friends, wondering who would be there and what might happen. She pulled off the road and onto the gravel path in front of her lawn. Her lawn, her garden path, her front door.


The cottage stood out crisply against a pale blue sky, the sun softening the grey stone.


The breeze was a light skittering scented with brine and something herbaceous. Nikki paused for a moment, looking at the Sold sign, filled with pride that she’d had the courage to take this risk. She still couldn’t quite believe it was hers as she put the key in the lock and pushed the door open, holding her breath. What if she’d made a terrible mistake?


It was even more wonderful than she remembered. The sunlight reached into every corner, and rather than highlighting any flaws it seemed to soften them. As she walked through the rooms, she fancied she could feel the cottage sigh with relief. At last, she imagined it saying, here is the person who will cherish me. And she would. She was itching to get started – and she’d begin with the carpet she had longed to pull up the day she had been to view.


There was already a skip on the drive, with North Property Management emblazoned on the side. Her brother Graham had dropped it off, and later he was bringing over some of her furniture in one of the company vans. Most of her stuff was in storage. For now, all she needed was a bed, a little table and chairs and an armchair for flumping into at the end of a long day. She was going to camp out here while she did the renovations, safe in the knowledge her mum would give her a bed at their family home, Mariners, if the dust and grime got too much.


She threw open the back door and looked out into the dew-drenched garden. It was even wilder than before, a tangle of green tendrils with little shoots of colour here and there. Beyond the tangle was the glassy sea. She would never tire of the sight of it, all hidden depths and shape-shifting and changing moods, like a film star with a million guises. There wasn’t time to moon over it now. The sea wasn’t going anywhere and there was work to be done.


Two hours later, Nikki lugged a pair of bin bags out to the skip. Even though the house had been emptied there was rubbish to get rid of: grimy net curtains to take down from the windows, bits of old carpet from around the loo, layers of newspaper lining the shelves in the airing cupboard. As she worked her way through the house, she began to understand it: which rooms had the best view and the most light. She began to imagine how she might live in it and where all her possessions would go.


As she hurled the bags over the side of the skip, she noticed a station wagon had pulled up and parked outside the house next door. A big old silver Saab, with the boot open, crammed with stuff. Holidaymakers, probably. They must be staying at least a fortnight, judging by the amount they’d brought with them. The front door was open and she peered inside to see if she could see anyone, but there was no sign of life. Until a brown streak shot out of the house and straight over to the tiny patch of grass in front of her house – theirs was paved with immaculate limestone – where he proceeded to leave a hefty deposit.


‘Oi!’


The dog looked up at her, unashamed. He was long legged, with a handsome head and a rough coat. She had no idea what breed he was, but he was very appealing, and despite his misdemeanour she was taken by him. It wasn’t his fault if his owner wasn’t keeping an eye on him.


She went inside for a plastic bag, scooped up the offending deposit then marched up to the open door.


‘Hello!’ she called, and rapped on the tastefully painted wood. It was dark aubergine. No one in Speedwell had a dark aubergine door. It was rich and dark and glamorous and inviting.


‘Hello!’ a voice from within sang back and the next moment a man appeared.


He was slim, with thick hair swept back from his forehead, and large enquiring eyes behind tortoiseshell glasses. His dark blue shirt was French-tucked into jeans. A drift of the most delicious cologne smelled of warm nights somewhere exotic.


‘A present for you,’ said Nikki, holding out the bag and nodding her head towards the dog, which had slunk back inside sensing something was up and had disappeared.


‘Oh my God,’ he said, and his voice was like melting treacle. ‘I am so sorry. Let me take that.’ He stretched out an arm and took the bag from Nikki without flinching. ‘I can’t apologise enough. People who let their dogs crap on other people’s lawns are the worst.’


‘They certainly are.’


‘What can I do to atone?’


Nikki was disarmed. She wished she hadn’t been quite so abrupt now. She gave a smile and a shrug. ‘Just make sure he doesn’t do it again.’


He looked concerned. ‘I don’t want us to get off on the wrong foot. I was going to ask you in for a drink, since we’re going to be neighbours, but now Gatsby’s kind of ruined the moment.’


‘Neighbours?’


‘Yes. I’m finally making the big scary move down from London.’ He held out his hand. ‘I’m Adam. Adam Fitzroy.’


‘Oh! I’m sorry. I assumed you were on holiday. Hello.’


She took his hand. It was warm, and his clasp was tight. Not in an aggressive power-play way, but a friendly, welcoming squeeze. Behind him, the guilty party hove back into view and sat by his owner’s feet, the picture of innocence.


‘Gatsby,’ Adam said, ‘you have a lot of work to do to make up to—’


He turned to Nikki with an enquiring smile, and she realised she hadn’t introduced herself.


‘Nikki,’ she said, cursing herself for her gaucheness. ‘Nikki North. I’ve moved in today. I got the keys this morning.’


Gatsby looked up at her with beseeching brown eyes.


‘I find it impossible to be cross with Gatsby,’ said Adam. ‘But I totally understand if you can’t find it in your heart to forgive him.’


Nikki smiled, despite herself. ‘What is he?’ she asked.


‘A wire-haired Viszla. I’m afraid he doesn’t live up to his name, though. He has never so much as raised a paw to make me a cocktail.’


Nikki laughed. ‘You’re a Scott Fitzgerald fan, then?’ She’d read The Great Gatsby only a couple of years ago, when a couple wanted a Gatsby-themed wedding.


He paused for a moment.


‘My wife named him. Ill advisedly – I think Gatsby was a terrible person. But she thought it was glamorous.’


‘Oh.’ She looked around. ‘Is she moving down too?’


‘Er – no.’ He looked at the ground, awkward. Nikki sensed she’d made a faux pas. ‘I’m afraid my wife passed away.’ He looked back up at her. ‘Right at the beginning of Covid. She was a consultant anaesthetist working on a frontline ward.’ He gave a little shrug which meant that Nikki was to fill in the rest of the blanks.


‘I’m so sorry.’ Nikki put a hand to her throat. She could feel it tighten with emotion. ‘I’m so sorry. That’s terrible. I …’


She trailed off, mortified now she had been so confrontational.


‘Sometimes I think I should wear a badge, to stop people being embarrassed.’ He tapped his chest. ‘Saying recently bereaved or widower or something. Because I really hate this bit, when people don’t know what to say.’


‘I can imagine,’ said Nikki. ‘It must be really bloody awful.’


‘It is.’ He gazed at her earnestly, and gave a little helpless shrug.


‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ she said, only too aware how insufficient her words were. ‘What was your wife’s name?’


He looked surprised. It was rare for people to ask questions. They usually wanted to change the subject as soon as they could. ‘Jill.’


‘Jill.’ Nikki wanted to acknowledge her existence by saying her name.


‘Jill Chesterton. She didn’t take my name when we got married. Because of her job, I think. Not that I minded. I mean, I’m not one of those men who thinks a woman should have his name. Obviously. Because that’s …’ He trailed off, looking sheepish. ‘Sorry. I’m babbling. I always feel really awkward talking about her because I know it makes people feel awkward.’


‘I don’t.’


‘No, I can see that. It’s very unusual. And I really appreciate it.’


He smiled at her. Nikki suddenly wished she wasn’t standing there in a North Property Management boiler suit with the legs rolled up and her hair in a bandana, like a dishevelled member of Bananarama.


‘I understand,’ she said softly, for she knew exactly how important it was, to be able to talk about the one you’d lost. What a release it must be to be able to share memories, the things you had loved most about them, the little moments that had meant so much, your fears for their safety now they had gone, your fear that you might forget them or betray them in some way.


She’d never had that luxury.


Silence hung between them, but it was a comfortable one. He swept his left hand through his hair, and Nikki noticed how it fell back into place straight away. It was slate grey, the colour of wet rocks on the beach below.


‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I’m sure you’ve got stuff to be getting on with. Why don’t I make us a cocktail at around six? Are you new around here too?’


Nikki recognised the need to change the subject, the bright tone that was slightly forced. She knew how much energy that took.


‘Gosh, no. Speedwell born and bred. But I’ve wanted one of these cottages for as long as I can remember. I’ve spent half my life on that beach.’


She nodded her head towards the clifftop.


‘I can’t wait to explore properly. Maybe you can give me some inside knowledge?’


‘Of course. I’ll see you at six.’ She bent down to fondle Gatsby’s head. ‘And you are forgiven. See you later, Gatsby.’


She headed back up the path with a fizz inside her that hadn’t been there before. She felt pleased she was going to have a proper neighbour, rather than a rotation of holidaymakers. They often had no consideration for whoever was next door to them. Noisy children, loud music, endless barbecues belching smoke, barking dogs: they could be tricky, and by the time you’d complained they had gone back home, to be replaced with the next lot.


Adam Fitzroy. For a moment she was tempted to google him, but she decided that was a bit stalky and she could find out what she needed to know from the horse’s mouth. She wouldn’t google his wife either. He could tell her everything himself in good time.


She was pretty sure he wouldn’t be boring. Adam seemed like the epitome of a certain type of man – urbane and charming, a silver fox with a hint of the dandy. Suave but not arrogant. Confident but not brash. As if Richard E. Grant had a long-lost brother, with a bit of Alan Rickman thrown in.


Steady on, Nikki, she told herself with a grin. It was easy, when you lived in your home town, to be overwhelmed by the novelty of newcomers.


As she headed back into the house, she noticed there was a pile of post in the little wire cage on the back of the front door. She fished out the post and leafed through it. A Lidl leaflet, charity letters, what looked like the gas bill. And a postcard. A plain white old-fashioned postcard, with a message written on the back in black italics:


There are no secrets in a small town


She felt a spike of fear, and her heart tripped over itself. With a dry mouth, she turned the card over to see if there were any clues, but there was no such thing as a postmark anymore, just a purple first-class stamp in the right-hand corner. It was addressed to her personally, in capital letters – Nikki North – in the same black ink as the message. It didn’t look like a flyer, but she was on a lot of mailing lists, so she often got enigmatic mail from companies whose marketing messaging was more baffling than intriguing. Perhaps she’d receive a follow-up in a week or two and all would become clear.


She took it inside, grabbed her reading glasses from her handbag and looked more closely. It was definitely handwritten. She looked out of the window, as if the sender might be standing there.


The trouble with guilt was that it made you paranoid.


She saw him for one second, in her mind’s eye. Then she brushed away the memory. No one could possibly know. They’d made sure not a soul in Speedwell had an inkling.


On a sudden impulse, she ripped up the card and put it in the bin. She wasn’t going to let it ruin the excitement of moving in. It didn’t mean anything. She was reading too much into it. Instead, she grabbed a Stanley knife. She wanted to get the living-room carpet into the skip and see what the floorboards underneath were like.


Cocktails with her new neighbour would be the perfect reward.
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At half past five, the sun began to wander downwards to the sea, floating as light and as free as a dandelion head. Nikki poured a cap of Olverum into the ancient bath then filled it with hot water to wash away the dust of the afternoon. She’d managed to cut up the carpet, rolling it up in sections and chucking it into the skip. It was filthy work, but she’d been delighted to find the floorboards underneath undamaged. The stair carpet was next, but that could wait until the morning. She could feel grit in her hair and teeth and she’d need at least half an hour of soaking. Baths were her luxury, where she did her unwinding and her thinking.


She felt her muscles start to unknot as she lay in the fragrant steam, eyeing up the small window with its thick frosted glass. How much would it cost to knock it out and enlarge it so she could have a view of the sea while she bathed? What she really wanted was her ultimate dream, a clawfoot bath in the middle of the room, but that would be way out of her budget. She had to take this renovation slowly and buy things as she could afford them. For now, she was going to have a cheap kitchen and bathroom put in, and a few cosmetic tweaks, then paint everything white. Mike and Jason, two of the fitters from North Property Management, were standing by to fit everything as soon as she’d gutted it.


She’d managed to banish all thoughts of the mystery postcard to the back of her mind while she was working, but as she sank under the bubbles, it floated back into her thoughts. Logic told her there was no substance to her fears. No one knew her secret. No one would have any reason to remind her of it. It had given her a momentary jolt, but she wasn’t going to let the past – the distant past now – overshadow her achievement and her joy.


Afterwards, she stood in her towel and surveyed her limited choice of clothing. She had only brought scruffy stuff with her, and a couple of the floaty floral dresses she wore to meet clients. She’d adopted them as a kind of uniform, the sort of dress she thought people would expect a wedding planner to wear. She’d have to wear one of them as she couldn’t turn up for drinks in leggings and a sweatshirt. The rest of her wardrobe was hanging in one of the spare rooms at Mariners, and it was too late to go and grab anything. She pulled on the less formal of the dresses with her Converse high tops. The only mirror she had was over the sink in the bathroom so she couldn’t see the full effect, but she hoped she looked cool rather than dowdy. You had to be careful in your mid-forties to hit that sweet spot between mutton and frump.


She’d had the foresight to remember her hairdryer, so she coaxed her pixie crop into tousled imperfection. Chopping off all her hair a year ago had been liberating. She’d done it the day after she’d dropped Bill at Heathrow, to take her mind off her aching heart. Her hairdresser had persuaded her into going ice-blonde the same day, and she’d come out feeling invincible. It might be high-maintenance colour-wise but it meant the sneaky strands of grey went unnoticed.


‘Bloody hell, you look ten years younger,’ her older sister Jess had told her, and she’d then forced her to go and have her brows done properly. Jess took these things very seriously. ‘You have to, at our age,’ she told Nikki sternly, but Nikki wasn’t as worried about losing her looks as Jess was. Perhaps because she wasn’t as striking in the first place. Jess, with her heart-shaped face and flashing green eyes, had always turned heads.


Now, with lashings of mascara and a slick of lip-gloss, Nikki thought she’d scrubbed up all right. She was barely recognisable from the scarecrow of earlier. Not a head-turner, perhaps, but not bad.


Adam had the good grace not to look too startled by her transformation when he answered the door to her. She held up her hands with a smile.


‘I’m really sorry – I’ve got nothing to bring as an offering.’


‘Oh, don’t worry at all. Come in.’ He bent forward to kiss her and she felt the fleeting warmth of his cheek on hers. He’d changed out of his blue shirt into a white one with pale blue piping around the undone cuffs. He was still damp from a recent shower, his wet hair swept back, his feet bare.


‘What would you like to drink?’ he asked, leading her into the living room, which was the mirror of hers, the fire place on the left, the arch through to the back on the right. ‘I can do whatever you like, but I’m mad for gimlets right now. Gin and fresh lime, basically. It’ll stop you getting scurvy.’


‘That sounds great.’


He headed over to a bar area built into the wall to the right of the fireplace. Ranks of open shelves bore rows of glasses in all shapes and sizes, and underneath was a white marble work surface with everything needed to make cocktails. He grabbed three limes from a wire basket which he began to squeeze into a shaker, adding a handful of ice, before free-pouring a generous serving of Hendrick’s Neptunia.


Nikki looked around the room. The walls were a bright acid yellow – a perfect foil for the furniture, which all looked as if it had been bought on holiday in Provence or Puglia and shipped home. A bookcase spilled Booker Prize-winning novels, fat cookery books and autobiographies. A multicoloured rug ran underneath two beautifully worn suede sofas and a low coffee table. This hadn’t been your run-of-the-mill holiday let, thought Nikki. It must have been thousands a week to rent.


‘This is amazing,’ she said, and suddenly her plans for next door seemed very unambitious. This was a lifetime of accumulation, presented with an expert touch.


‘It’s all Jill. She “curated” it.’ He put quote marks round the word with his fingers. ‘It was her dream to live in Cornwall. We were supposed to move down full-time once we’d done it up. She had a job lined up at the hospital in Truro. But then …’ He sighed. ‘When she died, I handed it straight over to an agency because I couldn’t cope. It hadn’t been our plan to rent it. It’s taken me this long to sort my head out, sell the house in Ealing, get my act together … but at last I’m here.’


‘I hope you’ll be happy. And that you find peace.’


He nodded his thanks. ‘I’ll try. I know that’s what Jill would have wanted. I keep imagining her bossing me about, telling me where to put things.’ Adam vigorously shook the cocktail shaker for a few moments, then poured the contents into two coupes and handed one to Nikki. ‘Hopefully I won’t make the place look like a trashed Travelodge too quickly.’


They clinked glasses.


‘Welcome to Speedwell,’ said Nikki.


Adam gestured to one of the two sofas for her to sit down and she sank into it. It was incredibly soft and luxurious. She’d never be able to get up.


‘So, you’re a local?’ he said.


‘I’ve lived here all my life.’ She gave a wry grin. ‘I didn’t even go to university.’


He shrugged. ‘Why would you want to be anywhere else?’


‘It’s a very small town, which isn’t always a good thing.’ The incriminating postcard flashed into her mind again and she took a sip of her drink to chase it away. ‘Though it can be. We do all stick together when the going gets tough.’


‘When the tourists start playing up?’


‘Not so much that. The tourists are our bread and butter.’ She hesitated. ‘You know about the lifeboat disaster, right?’


He nodded. ‘Twenty years ago, wasn’t it?’


‘Twenty years this August. I lost my father.’ Like him, she felt the need to get the tragedy out in the open.


‘Oh God.’ His face looked anguished.


‘And my sister Jess’s husband.’ She had to force herself to say his name. ‘Rik.’


‘That’s terrible. I’m so sorry.’


‘It was a pretty tough time.’ Nikki managed a smile. ‘But we stuck together. And the town’s got big plans to commemorate the anniversary this summer. I’m on the committee, for my sins.’


‘It’s important, isn’t it? Not to forget. I’ve been to the museum. It was very moving.’


There was a tiny museum on the harbour front. For the tenth anniversary, a special exhibition had been unveiled. Lifesize photos of all of the men who’d been lost – five from the lifeboat and two from the fishing vessel they were trying to save – with their biographies, and testimonials from their loved ones, so they would never be forgotten.


‘My mum was instrumental in organising that. I think it helped her.’


‘I guess you never really get over it.’


Nikki shrugged. ‘You just have to carry on.’ Even today she wasn’t sure how she’d managed to. But she’d had to, for her mum and Graham. And Jess. Especially Jess.


‘Yes,’ he said quietly, ‘you do.’


There was silence for a moment while they contemplated their respective losses. Nikki stared at a painting of a stormy sea propped up against the wall. There were three of them, presumably waiting to be hung. Nikki pointed her glass at them.


‘Those are wonderful.’


They were large, with bold brushstrokes, showing the same view of the sea at three different times of day: one dark navy, one pearl grey and one blushing with pinks and purples.


‘Jill painted them. The last time we were down together. I thought they’d look good in here.’


‘They’re spectacular. She’s captured the view perfectly.’


‘I need to find someone to hang them.’ He looked embarrassed. ‘I’m an absolute klutz when it comes to DIY.’


‘I can do it for you.’


‘Honestly?’


‘I’m the DIY queen.’ She grinned. ‘I can go and get my drill, if you want.’ She put her glass on the coffee table. ‘I’d better not have any more of that, though, or they won’t be straight.’


‘That would be amazing. You put me to shame.’


‘I was born with a spirit level in my hand.’


‘The perfect neighbour. I’m afraid I’m useless at anything practical. Though I can cook.’


She spread her hands. ‘Well, I can’t. I can eat though.’


‘Looks like we’re well-matched, then.’


‘Give me five minutes.’


Back at home, she headed for her toolbox to find a power drill, a tape measure and some proper picture hooks. As she gathered together what she needed, she mulled over Adam. He was obviously still deep in the grieving process. She would do her best to look out for him, for he might find it difficult from time to time, being in a strange place.


And no one knew the vagaries of grief better than she did. How very lost you could feel. How desperate you could be for a hand to reach out and grab you, even if you shunned it at the time.
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When she came back, Adam was staring down at the paintings.


‘Which order?’ he said. ‘I think it should go pink, grey, blue – sunrise, middle of the day, night.’


‘That makes sense to me. But they’re the same size so you can swap them around if you want to.’


‘She painted them in real time, you know. On the same day. Out on the decking at the back.’ He mimed standing in front of a canvas with a paintbrush. ‘Bish bash bosh.’


‘That’s incredible.’


‘I’m a complete underachiever in comparison.’


‘What do you do?’ Nikki was curious. She couldn’t hazard a guess. It was difficult to pigeonhole him. He was quite posh, but not gratingly so. Smart, but not a know-it-all. Artistic, but not totally bohemian.


‘Nothing very glamorous, I’m afraid. I’m an accountant. For creatives. Not a creative accountant – that’s something very different.’ He laughed. ‘Artists, musicians, writers – a motley crew who have one thing in common: they hate numbers. So I hold their hands and try and make their life easier.’


‘That sounds interesting.’


‘It can be. Though they don’t tend to want to talk to me about their work. More about what they can claim on expenses. You wouldn’t believe what they try and get away with.’


Nikki laughed. She’d run her tape measure across the wall and marked out where she thought the paintings should go. She held one of them in place so he could assess.


‘I reckon that’s about the right height?’


He stood back and looked at it. ‘Perfect.’


‘OK. I’ll get drilling. If you’re happy?’


‘Let’s do it. We can always patch it up if it doesn’t look right.’


A little while later, the picture hooks were up and the two of them manoeuvred the pictures into place. Nikki had to admit they looked very striking against the yellow. She would never have dared choose it as a colour, but it worked.


Adam took them in, his eyes roaming over every last detail.


‘Thank you,’ he said. There was a slight tremor in his voice, and he pushed at his glasses. ‘Right, I think you deserve another drink for all that endeavour.’


He hurried over to the bar and made himself busy. Nikki brushed up the dust from the drill holes and tidied away her things, setting them by the front door. On a console table under the window, she noticed a wedding photograph: Adam looking considerably younger, his hair raven-black, in a cream Nehru jacket, gazing at a woman who must be Jill. She was tall and elegant, wearing a silk embroidered kimono, her pale blonde hair piled up on her head, her eyes warm and laughing.


‘Here we go.’


Adam turned from the bar, holding out a fresh glass.


‘Thank you. That’s a beautiful photo.’


‘It was a beautiful day. We got married at Kew Gardens.’


‘I’m a wedding planner, so I’m a bit obsessed with wedding photos.’


‘A wedding planner? Wow. You must be a romantic.’


Nikki went to sit back down on the sofa. She took a sip of her drink, pondering his statement. Was she? She did love her job. Nothing gave her more joy than seeing a happy couple enjoy a perfect day with their friends and family, then head off into the sunset to start a new life together. But a romantic?


‘Maybe,’ she said, but there was doubt in her voice. ‘Though I always think it’s ironic I’ve never been married.’ She laughed. ‘I sort of did things in the wrong order. Had a baby with my childhood sweetheart, and we were going to tie the knot but then realised we weren’t really meant to be together.’ She always felt a rush of fondness when she thought about Woody, Bill’s dad. ‘But the lovely thing is we’re still great friends. People keep asking me if I’ve found anyone else yet. They don’t seem to understand that I’m quite happy on my own.’


Apart from anything, thought Nikki, she didn’t have time for anyone else in her life.


Adam rolled his eyes. ‘People ask me that too. I find it really rude.’


‘I know! As if you’re incomplete without another person.’


‘I can’t imagine having anyone else in my life. I’ve got my kids, of course, but Eva’s in Berlin, ensconced in the art world. She inherited her mum’s talent. And Oscar’s working in finance in New York. My head for figures, I guess, but much better than me at making money.’ He ran his foot along Gatsby’s back. ‘Meanwhile, I’ve got Gatsby. He’s all I need. For the time being, anyway.’


‘I’d love a dog, but I’m out of the house too much. It wouldn’t be fair.’


‘I don’t know where I’d be without him, to be honest.’ Adam jumped up. ‘Let me get something to snack on or we’ll be footless.’


He disappeared off towards the kitchen, Gatsby shadowing him. Nikki sank back into the sofa, sipping her gimlet, feeling herself relax. It was bliss, after the last few days of chasing solicitors and poor Joel, wondering if the sale would go through or collapse at the last minute for some unforeseen reason, plus panicking she had overstretched herself and would regret buying it. It was an investment, she reminded herself, and the happiness it was bringing her already was worth every penny.


Adam came back with an earthenware bowl of home-made hummus, lemony and garlicky and strewn with pine nuts and fresh coriander. Nikki realised she was ravenous as she picked up a triangle of warm pitta and dug in.


‘Oh my God,’ she said. ‘This is the food of the gods.’


‘It’s my weak spot,’ said Adam. ‘It’s about a million calories a teaspoon but I could live on it.’


‘God, me too.’ Nikki hoped she didn’t seem greedy as she scooped up another dollop.


‘Fill your boots. It’ll stop me eating it. I really miss having someone to cook for.’ A shadow flickered over his face for a moment. ‘I could give you some to take home.’


‘I might have to get you to supply us for our grazing platters.’


‘What’s a grazing platter?’


‘You know, a big wooden board covered in charcuterie and cheese and fruit and dips and … well, anything you can think of, really.’


‘Maybe that could be my side hustle. Or I could just give you the recipe. Do you do all the catering?’


‘Not me. I’m a hopeless cook. I use a company that have a unit next to me. Though my mother does the cakes.’


‘What a lovely job that must be. Wedding cakes.’


‘Don’t underestimate the stress. There’s a lot of high emotion. But she loves doing them. It’s what gave me the idea for the business. She was getting swamped with orders, and we realised loads of people were coming here to get married. So, I set up The Seaside Wedding Company.’


‘Smart move. Smart name.’


‘Lots of people have jumped on the bandwagon since. But I was the first and I like to think I’m the best.’


‘Well, I’m sure you are.’


‘In the meantime, whatever you need, just let me know,’ she told him. ‘Chimney sweep, window cleaner. Log delivery. I’ll make sure you’re not ripped off. People can take the mickey if they think you’re from up country.’


‘And who can blame them?’ said Adam. ‘I’ll take you up on that. I might need someone who can look after Gatsby if I go up to London. I’ll need to go and meet clients once or twice a month.’


In response to hearing his name, Gatsby rolled onto his back on the Moroccan rug and waved his legs in the air.


‘My niece Juno is a dog walker,’ said Nikki. ‘She gets very booked up but I’ll put in a good word.’


‘I can’t believe I’ve moved in next to the person to know.’


Nikki looked at her watch and realised it was nearly nine. The time had flown by. She jumped up.


‘I’d better go. I need to get up at the crack of dawn and fill the skip. If you’ve got any rubbish you want to chuck in, feel free.’


Too much gin was making her babble. She didn’t have much head for booze these days. It was definitely time to go.


Adam walked with her to the door. She picked up her tools.


‘Thank you so much for a lovely time.’


‘You’re very welcome.’


He opened the door, then leaned in to kiss her as he had when she arrived. On both cheeks this time. It was a very London gesture. In Speedwell, no one kissed you unless they wanted something more.


‘I think,’ he said, ‘I’m rather lucky to have you as a neighbour. If there’s anything I can do in return …’


‘Cocktails is just fine,’ said Nikki hastily, backing out before she made an idiot of herself.


By the time she got home, she felt a bit swimmy. The gimlets had basically been neat gin with an afterthought of lime juice. It was too late to cook so she drank a big glass of water before getting ready for bed. Her first night in her new home. The bedroom she’d chosen was the largest one at the back. She jumped under the duvet while the anaesthetic of the gin was still going strong. Hopefully she’d fall asleep straight away.


She didn’t. The unaccustomed alcohol and the rich hummus meant her mind was doing overtime. She was still awake at midnight when a wild wind got up, whipping itself into a frenzy around the little house, screeching and keening. As hard as she tried not to feel unsettled, it unlocked memories. And with the memories came guilt, guilt she had long since buried. Or was it shame? It was hard to distinguish between the two. Whichever it was, it seeped into her, filling her body with a thrumming anxiety that kept sleep at bay.


She thought of the card she’d received, ripped up into little shreds. The words still imprinted on her memory. There are no secrets in a small town. She sighed and turned over for the hundredth time, smoothing her pillow.


What if she hadn’t been in the harbour that morning, the day he arrived? Would everything have turned out differently? There was no way of knowing, so she should stop torturing herself. She’d asked herself that question often enough. She breathed, in for four, out for four, and let her mind float back in time.


Sometimes she let herself remember the beginning. Just enough detail to keep it as a dream, reliving the good bits and stopping before it all went wrong.
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Twenty years earlier


Rik Mahoney-Chambord sailed into Speedwell harbour on a summer’s morning as the sun rose, gilding his salty bleached-blond locks. He stood at the helm in a pair of cut-off Levi’s, and scanned the quay as if searching for a girl he’d left behind long ago. His father was from Cork and his mother from Toulouse, which was how he’d come by his charm, his warm blood and his preposterous name. It was hard to know which was drawing more attention: his lean torso the colour of the golden fudge sold in the Candy Cabin, or the gleaming wood and brass of his vintage yacht.
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