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ACT ONE




Chapter 1


‘It’s lovely,’ she lies, in her most gracious of voices, looking around at the tired wood panelling lining the walls of the living room, floor to ceiling. As she looks down, her gaze lands on well-worn salmon-pink shagpile carpeting and she quickly conceals her horror.


Emma wonders if this house might not be beyond even her capabilities to transform. Perhaps the landlord would let her paint it? Surely he would let her paint it – who wouldn’t want to lighten up this room, so dark it feels more like a cave? She would paint it for free, and pull up that carpet. Maybe she would be lucky and find a hardwood floor underneath; even if it was merely concrete, surely it wouldn’t cost too much to stick down some inexpensive sisal.


This room could be transformed, she determines. Lipstick on a pig is her speciality.


Her landlord, or potential landlord, smiles. ‘Hey, I know it’s not everyone’s taste today,’ he says. ‘Why do people want everything to be grey and modern?’


Emma is surprised by his comment, surprised frankly by his interest in making small talk. ‘I hate that look,’ Emma offers. It happens that she does agree, quite passionately, in fact. ‘None of those decorated houses feel like real homes.’


‘Exactly!’ he says in delight. ‘This is a home.’


Struck by his words, by the obvious sincerity with which they are spoken, she turns to look at her potential landlord for the first time. She can’t help but feel struck by the sight of him. He is not too tall, only a few inches taller than her, with skin tanned by the sun and an easy smile that seems to put her at ease. It isn’t so much that she finds him attractive, but rather that there is something familiar about him, a recognition, a sense of having somehow met him before.


Perhaps because she has remained silent, he goes on to add, ‘At least, it was a home. My grandparents lived here for forty years.’


Yes, thinks Emma, it looks like it. It smells like it, too. The air is fusty. Of course old people had lived here. That explains the wood panelling and the floral wallpaper in the family room; it also explains the salmon-pink carpet and avocado-green bathroom suite with matching tiles.


‘How would you feel about me putting . . .’ Emma pauses, wondering how to say this diplomatically. She doesn’t want to jump in and tell him she’d like to tear everything out and start again. He probably doesn’t want to change anything; his voice had softened when he mentioned his grandparents. She has an odd reluctance to offend him, and senses she’ll need to take this slowly if she wants this house. ‘. . . a woman’s touch on the house?’


‘A woman’s touch!’ The landlord smiles and nods approvingly. ‘That’s exactly what I’ve been saying this house needs for years. A woman’s touch.’


She follows him into the kitchen at the back of the house and her heart sinks slightly. It hasn’t been touched since the fifties, rough wood cabinets bumpy with layers of white paint, although pretty black iron hardware. Formica worktops with large cracks, and linoleum floors. A stove that is so ancient it’s fashionable again, and, surprisingly, a large modern stainless-steel fridge.


Emma looks at the fridge and raises an eyebrow as she looks over at the landlord.


Damn, she thinks. What was his name again? Donald? Derek? Something like that.


‘The old fridge gave up last year,’ he explains. ‘The tenants picked out this one. And I paid for it,’ he adds quickly, as if to reassure her that he is a good landlord, on top of everything, ready to jump in and deal with problems.


‘Great,’ says Emma, wandering over to the back door and peering out through the glass onto a fenced-in garden, or what could be a garden if the weeds were cleared. ‘Can I go outside?’ she asks, already out the door.


He follows her out, apologizing for the weeds. They both stand there as Emma looks around, her imagination already firing. There are two filthy peeling rattan chairs stacked off to the side, surrounded by boxes and baskets: in other words, rubbish.


The landlord turns to look and immediately apologizes. ‘I haven’t been out here,’ he explains. ‘Obviously all of that will be gone. I can replace those chairs with new ones.’


Emma is again struck by him. His eagerness to please doesn’t seem solely mercenary. He wants her to know that he cares about the house and yard. ‘Do I get to choose what kinds of chairs the new ones are? Like the fridge?’ Emma says.


‘As long as they’re not too expensive.’


‘I am the expert at renovating on a shoestring.’ She smiles.


‘You’re my kind of woman.’ He laughs, as Emma flushes slightly and turns away. A flirtatious landlord is the last thing she wants right now. ‘Sorry.’ He apologizes immediately, realizing his mistake. ‘I was kidding. But I’m happy for you to choose things as long as they’re within the budget.’


Emma looks up at the sky, noting the sun, looking at the shadows to try to figure out which way the garden faces. ‘South-west,’ she guesses, and he turns to her with a smile.


‘You’re a sun worshipper?’


‘With this pale English skin?’ She laughs and shakes her head. ‘I turn into one giant freckle in the sun. But I am a gardener. At least, a frustrated one. For years and years, I lived in flats in London dreaming of having a garden of my own. Then for the last five years I’ve been on the top of a high-rise in Battery Park.’ Good lord. Why is she suddenly giving him her life story?


‘Ah, so you’re a city girl.’


‘Not by choice.’


‘You’re ready to be out here?’


‘Ready to be steps from the beach, in a gorgeous town where the pace of life is relaxed and the pressure is off? No. Definitely not.’


He laughs. ‘I’ve lived here my whole life, and wouldn’t move anywhere else. How did you find Westport?’


‘I have a friend who lives here, who I used to work with. She moved out three years ago after she had a baby, and she loves it. I’ve been out to visit her quite a few times, and something about this place feels right. I never thought I’d be able to move out here permanently, but . . . I needed to make some big changes in my life. Moving somewhere like this, with a quieter pace of life, seemed like a good first step.’


‘I saw on your application you’re a banker. That’s quite a commute.’


‘Actually,’ Emma says, ‘I took a package. I’m now officially unemployed, albeit with a very nice severance. I hope that won’t be a problem?’


‘As long as you pay your rent, nothing’s a problem. What are you going to do here in town?’


Emma is struck again by the sincerity of his interest. He is not just making small talk, she is sure of it. He’s looking at her, making her feel like he cares about what she’ll say next. She shakes her head. ‘Thankfully, I have enough to have a little bit of breathing space. I don’t really know. I’ve always had a dream about doing something with the home. Interior design, gardening, that sort of thing. I’ve been doing an online course to get the official qualification. Now all I need are clients.’


‘And a house to do up.’


‘And a garden to transform. Preferably one that faces south-west.’ She grins as she looks around the garden.


He grins, too. ‘Then you’ve found it. It seems that you and this house were meant to be. Although, you couldn’t do anything major to it without consulting with me.’


‘Of course.’ Emma laughs politely. She couldn’t move in unless she did something major with the house. As it is, it’s completely awful, but stepping back to take it in, even with all its flaws, she thinks she could turn this into a charming beach cottage.


The landlord seems like a nice guy. He may be resistant to her changes at first, but she surmises that she could ask forgiveness rather than permission for most things. If he walked into this room and found the wood painted a lovely chalky white, the floors covered with sisal, the single light bulb replaced with a pretty glass pendant light, surely he would be thrilled. Who wouldn’t be thrilled at someone transforming their house for nothing? He would undoubtedly get more money for it next time he decides to rent it out.


The truth is that Emma Montague isn’t looking for somewhere permanent just yet. She’s just looking for a place to call home for the next year or so. A year to try to recover from the last five years of working in finance in New York. A year to try to figure out what kind of life she wants to live. For five years she has lived a life that wasn’t hers. Five years of utter exhaustion; five years of keeping her head down and working like the devil, putting away enough money to be able to afford to do what she is doing now, leaving the rat race and pursuing her dream. Her goal is to figure out what her dream is. Right now she only knows that the first step is to find a world and a life that feels likes her own; a life in which she finally feels she belongs.


It starts with a house. She is itching to buy, but it is more sensible to rent, making sure this is where she wants to live. Still, the rentals down by the beach, here in Westport, Connecticut, are mostly prohibitive for a single girl with a budget, even an ex-banker. The last thing she wants to do is blow all her savings on rent.


This house, this dated, fusty house, is entirely within her budget, precisely because it is so dated and fusty. It is the perfect size – two bedrooms with a living room, kitchen, and family room that would make a perfect office.


And best of all there is a garden, or rather more than enough space for one. She can finally plant vegetables. She can put a gravel path down the middle, can grow tomatoes, cucumbers, and lettuce, plant roses and clematis over the fence at the back. She imagines a long, rustic table, a small group of friends sitting around, bottles of rosé, and candles interspersed with galvanized steel pots of lavender running down the centre. Laughter. Happy faces. Everyone lit by the glow of summer and love.


Emma shakes her head to bring herself back to earth. She knows only one person – her friend Sophie Munster – here in Westport. She has no other local friends she can invite to sit around the table, and since she’s something of an introvert, it may take a little while to find them. But she will find them.


Although a bit of a loner, she is loyal, and fun, when she finds people with whom she is comfortable. She is thinking of taking up yoga, and maybe knitting. There are evening classes at the local yarn shop, Sophie says. They should both go. Sophie grew up here, although she went away to boarding school. She has friends from grade school, though, and seems to know almost everyone in town. Surely it’s only a matter of time before Emma’s fantasy of summer evenings comes true.


For as long as she can remember, Emma Montague has had a fascination with America. Growing up in her upper-crust family in Somerset, England, sent off to boarding school, then moving to London after university to enter the world of banking, she had the persistent belief that this was not supposed to be her life.


As a little girl, she had never quite felt she fitted in. She was loved and treasured, but her boisterous, overbearing mother and loving but somewhat beleaguered and introverted father didn’t quite know how to connect with their quiet, studious child. The place she felt happiest, the place she found her solace and joy, was in the pages of books.


She read all the time. It was so much easier than dealing with the chaos of her playmates during breaktimes. She was close to one or two of her classmates, but she only liked seeing them one at a time. Otherwise, she was happier with her books. She was the child with the torch under the duvet late into every night. She would breeze through a book in a day and a half, then read it six more times.


She fell in love with America through the pages of these books. Her dull, patrician life in Somerset felt very staid compared to the lives of Jo and her sisters in Little Women, and Katy in the What Katy Did series. She devoured the stories of Laura Ingalls Wilder and dreamed of having a farm out in the middle of nowhere, growing all her own vegetables, raising her own animals.


Life then got in the way, sweeping her up into the cutthroat world of London finance, not because she had a passion for finance, but because it was what all the girls were doing at that time. First London, then New York. Finally, now that she has extricated herself, it looks like she has a shot at the kind of life she might actually want to live.


Westport, Connecticut, may not be Walton’s Mountain, but there are enough trees for her to pretend, and the beauty of the beach on the doorstep is something she now realizes she has always wanted.


When she was living in Manhattan she would go running along the river every day before work. The sunlight glinting off the water brought a calm and peace to every morning. She hadn’t known how much she wanted to be by the water until Sophie drove her to Compo Beach for a walk one weekend. That was the moment she knew this was where she wanted to be.


There had been a tremendous expectation for the life Emma was supposed to have led, at least from her parents. And she had tried to fit into the life they had designed for her. Namely, to work at a pretend job for a few years to enable her to meet the right kind of husband, before quickly getting pregnant, giving up work, and going on to raise three or four beautiful children in a lovely stone manse in Somerset. Preferably near her parents. Have a couple of dogs, Gordon setters or pointers, possibly golden retrievers; have lots of local women friends who come for coffee. Get involved in the village fair and perhaps, given her love of books, institute a reading mentoring programme in the less well-off town twenty minutes away.


Emma knew the path well, as it was the path so many of her childhood friends had taken. At thirty-seven, she is the only one still unmarried, apart from Imogen Cutliffe, who is one of the leading lights of British screen and stage and about to star as the lead in a film starring Bradley Cooper. Emma is the only one who continued to work and rise up the corporate ladder, putting all her focus on making money. It wasn’t that she cared about money for the sake of money, rather it was the only path out: making enough money to retire from banking in her thirties, and the freedom to pursue her dream. If she could figure out what her dream was.


She hadn’t known her life was going to turn out like this. For a long time she imagined she would indeed follow the path her parents expected of her. She dated Rufus Fairfax for years throughout her twenties, not because she loved him, but because her parents loved him and he seemed to tick all the right boxes. He was a banker in the firm where she worked, he was handsome (although he had not an ounce of sex appeal, as far as she was concerned), and he was of the right stock. Clever, but not very funny; in fact, he was achingly dull. But they looked so good together! They seemed to fit so perfectly together that everyone assumed they would get married from the moment they started going out. And Emma had presumed everyone was right, that everyone knew something she did not, and she was the one who must have been wrong.


She determined to make it work. She and Rufus spent their weekdays in London, both of them burning the candle at both ends, and their weekends in the country, usually staying with friends in crumbling old piles that were impossibly draughty, with terrible food and lots of drink to distract from the fact that everyone was freezing cold and permanently starving.


Rufus had a huge group of friends from boarding school that Emma always found rather awful. They were shockingly loud, and arrogant, fuelled by absurdly expensive bottles of wine that they ordered in restaurants to prove they could afford them. They shouted inside jokes from when they were all thirteen, their wives and girlfriends sitting with smiles plastered on their faces, pretending to be amused.


Emma started leaving these evenings early, claiming headaches and making her way up to bed during those country weekends, earplugs tucked into her overnight bag to help her sleep through the inevitable banging and shouting in the early hours of the morning when the party eventually broke up.


None of this fazed Rufus, who proposed to her four times. The first time, he did so after a romantic dinner at Hakkasan, having gazed at her over the course of the evening with a hopeful kind of love that Emma found slightly discomfiting. Each time, Emma said she just wasn’t quite ready. Eventually, five years ago, Rufus issued an ultimatum: if she wouldn’t marry him, he would find someone else who would, and with a great dramatic flounce, he packed up his things and left their Kensington flat. Emma knew he thought she would beg him to come back within a week or so, but from the minute he was gone, she felt nothing other than tremendous relief.


She had been playing the part of adoring girlfriend, probably – hopefully – soon-to-be wife, for so long that she had forgotten how liberating it was to simply be herself. She saw girlfriends from university she hadn’t seen for ages because Rufus disapproved of their drinking (‘Darling, there’s nothing quite so ghastly as a woman publicly drunk’). She got into bed at seven thirty p.m. with hummus and chips for dinner, and spent hours watching terrible reality television that Rufus would never have condoned.


She was happy, and happier still when she was called in to her superior’s office and asked if she would consider taking up a position with the bank in New York. They were starting a new private wealth management operation, specifically for English expatriates living on the East Coast of the United States, and they needed someone to head client relations.


They would put together a package, they said. All moving expenses would be paid. She would be set up in an apartment, and there would be a healthy relocation allowance. They offered all of this as if to sweeten the deal, as if Emma weren’t using everything she had, sitting in her office in her oh-so-staid black Givenchy skirt and Manolo Blahnik d’Orsay heels (the perfect combination of elegant and sexy), not to break out in a scream of joy and twirl around the room, punching the air and whooping in a mad happy dance.


It was the fresh start she had been longing for, and better still, in New York! The place she had always imagined living! Well, perhaps not quite New York City. She preferred to see herself in rural Vermont, or Maine, but at least it was across the pond, and she would get a green card, and at some point surely, surely, she’d make it out of the city and into the farmhouse of her dreams.


This is not the farmhouse of her dreams. This isn’t even the beach cottage of her dreams. But it could be. With just a little bit of work, if her oddly welcoming landlord acquiesced, she could transform this into something, if not quite magnificent, at least beachy, and airy, and filled with charm.


They walk back through the house, Emma trying to see through the wallpaper, the linoleum, the salmon-pink flat shagpile carpet, as the landlord shows her out.


‘It was great to meet you, Emma,’ he says, meeting her gaze with a friendly smile and shaking her hand with a grip so firm she crumples slightly before flexing her fingers.


‘Ouch!’ she says, laughing.


‘I’m so sorry!’ he says, clearly mortified.


‘It’s fine.’ She smiles. What a friendly man he is. ‘It’s just, I wasn’t expecting that.’


‘I’m Italian,’ he says, by way of explanation, which makes no sense to Emma whatsoever. ‘My family is known for its handshakes.’


‘Really?’ She peers at him.


‘No. I’ll work on it. Do you want to think about the house and let me know when you’ve made a decision?’


‘That sounds great,’ she says, wishing she could remember his name.


‘Dominic,’ he says, as if reading her mind.


‘Dominic,’ she says confidently, as if she had remembered all the time. ‘Thank you so much. I’ll be in touch.’


‘I can’t believe you didn’t invite me!’ Sophie walks back into the kitchen, having put her soon-to-be two-year-old down for a nap. ‘I would have loved to see it. Which house is it again?’


‘The grey one with the overgrown garden?’ says Emma, scooping up a handful of Goldfish crackers from the bowl Sophie’s son, Jackson, hadn’t touched. ‘On Compo. About four in. Maybe six. I don’t know. Close to the end of the road.’


‘But it was awful?’


‘It wasn’t awful. It’s just that it wasn’t great. But I’ve looked at everything online, and if I want something great it’s going to cost me at least twice as much. It seems ridiculous to pay so much money on rent, especially since I don’t know what I’m going to be doing or where I’m going to land. I’d much rather be frugal, or at least moderately frugal, and rent something I can turn into my own.’ She sighs. ‘If he doesn’t let me change the inside I’ll just do it and say I’m sorry afterwards. At least we’ve established that he’s definitely fine with me putting a garden in. And I could put a gorgeous garden in.’


‘That won’t help you much in winter.’


‘No, but it will give me something to look forward to. And can we not talk about winter yet? It’s June, for heaven’s sake. The last thing I want to think about is snow.’


Sophie shakes her head. ‘I can’t believe you’re actually going to be moving out here!’ She grins suddenly. ‘This is the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me.’


‘Apart from marrying Rob and having Jackson, you mean?’


‘Well, yes. Apart from that. But it will be just like old times when we worked together. We can hang out every day. Imagine if we could get Hilary Trader to come and live here, too. God, we’d have fun. We’re going to have fun anyway, even if it’s just you and me. Do you need a second opinion about the house? Because I’m really happy to go see it if you need me to.’


‘Oh, you’re sweet,’ says Emma, blanching in horror at the thought of her friend, in her immaculate, brand-new, pseudo-modern farmhouse, every wall horizontally planked with perfect high-gloss white wood, her kitchen a panorama of white marble and grey cabinets, every chandelier hanging from the ten-foot ceilings a perfect cluster of crystal globes dripping from polished nickel fixtures, walking into the grimy little cottage by the beach.


‘You would hate it,’ Emma says. ‘You would think it the most disgusting house you have ever seen.’


Sophie looks offended. ‘Why would you say that? Just because I live in a new house doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate older homes.’


‘Darling, this house isn’t just old, it’s dead. I have huge plans for it if I decide to take it, and I’m not even sure about that. But I honestly don’t think, even you, with your glorious taste, would be able to see through the brown flowery wallpaper and threadbare salmon carpet.’


Sophie wrinkles her pretty little nose. ‘That sounds gross.’


Emma laughs. ‘It is. But all that can be changed. I’m going to see a couple more rentals later this afternoon and, hopefully, by the end of the day, I will have made a decision.’




Chapter 2


Her phone rings just as Emma has put the last box down in the living room of her new home. She sighs looking at the screen, ready to divert it to voicemail. But she can’t actually divert it, for her mother knows that if she gets voicemail after fewer than about seven rings, it is because Emma is choosing not to answer the phone. She silences the ringer instead.


The last person Emma wants to talk to is her mother. The last person Emma ever wants to talk to is her mother. But it’s been a while, and better to get it out of the way, do her good deed for the day.


She thinks about Sophie, whose mother, Teddy (short for Theodora), lives in Westport and is as close to Sophie as a sister. Sophie always says she doesn’t need a lot of friends, although she does in fact have tons of friends, most of whom she has known her entire life. She says this because her mother is her best friend, and Emma always smiles and says how lucky she is, not understanding how such a thing is possible.


The thought of her mother, Georgina Montague (born Georgia but changed to Georgina shortly after realizing her newly embarked relationship with Simon Montague was serious), being her best friend is nothing short of hilarious.


Emma has never felt particularly comfortable around her mother. In fact, she finds herself shrinking into corners to allow her mother to take centre stage. She has always been aware that with her quieter personality and her occasional need for solitude, she is a source of both bewilderment and irritation to her mother. Her mother wants to be closer, too, she knows, wishing for the kind of daughter who goes shopping with her, accompanies her to fund-raisers, and provides her with the grandchildren she so desperately wants.


In many ways, moving across the Atlantic was the best thing for Emma and her mother. They don’t have much in common, and their different personalities often result in Georgina unwittingly belittling Emma. Her barbs seem to be couched in tremendous good humour, or so it appears, unless you are paying the closest of attention.


Their relationship was better while Emma was with Rufus. Emma’s parents adored Rufus, naturally, and still haven’t quite got over the fact that Emma broke up the relationship. Rufus married the next little blond thing to come along, eight months after he and Emma broke up. Emma was stunned when her parents were invited to the wedding.


She presumed they wouldn’t go, but they did, declaring it a high old time, with excellent grub and a darling bride who couldn’t wait to start making babies with good old Rufus, who seemed over the moon.


Emma did what she always did when her parents unknowingly offended or upset her. She said goodbye as if nothing was wrong, then took a break from them. In the past, those breaks had sometimes lasted for six months or more. But they didn’t notice. Her mother left numerous messages, not seeming to realize that anything was wrong, or perhaps hoping that if she pretended nothing was wrong it might entice her daughter back.


The hurt would heal – it always did – and Emma would eventually get back in touch, and there would be no mention of her going AWOL for six months, or however long it had taken to nurse her wounded feelings. Her mother cheerfully blundered through life, never noticing the bombs she threw around her (for Emma was not the only one to find her overbearing and insensitive), cheerfully carrying on as if life was peachy.


‘Hi, Mum.’


‘Hello, darling!’ booms her mother’s voice over the phone. ‘Just checking in with you. Isn’t the big moving day coming up? Daddy and I were wondering if you needed help. It’s a bit busy over here with all the summer festivals coming up, and you know how Daddy likes to enter his vegetables in the village fete, but we could absolutely jump on a plane if you need us. It’s very hard moving on your own, though I know you’ve done it before, darling. But you were in your twenties then, and I don’t want you to put your back out. Plus I’m terribly good at organizing, as you know, and I’m worried that you have no one to help you.’


In the room filled with nothing but boxes, Emma shakes her head. Her mother will take any opportunity to point out her single status. It used to upset her, but she has learned to let the comments wash over her head.


‘It’s fine, Mum,’ says Emma, knowing how much her mother hates being called Mum, infinitely preferring what she sees as the far more palatable ‘Mummy’.


‘I changed the date of the move, so I’m already in my new place, actually,’ she says, looking around the room defeatedly at the number of boxes. It’s not as if she were downsizing. She had lived relatively anonymously in her flat in Battery Park, a small one-bedroom that she had always thought of as pleasantly minimalist.


She’d had no idea that her books would take up so many boxes. Nor her artwork, now stacked in three piles against the wall. Where did all this stuff come from?


Dominic had had the dreadful salmon carpet professionally cleaned, and had regrouted the bathroom. The new bright-white grouting did little to help the avocado-green tiles, but at least Emma thought she could bear to step into the shower.


After looking at other far more lovely, but pricier options in neighbouring towns, her only choice if she wanted to stay both solvent and by the beach was this one. She had phoned Dominic the next day to confirm. He sounded delighted, that unusual sincerity in his voice again – but on the other hand, who wouldn’t be delighted with one quiet tenant with lots of books and no dogs? Two weeks later, she was preparing to head out, having given up her sparkling New York City apartment for . . . this.


‘Darling! You should have said! How is the new place? Is it gorgeous? Do you love it?’


Emma suppresses a snort. ‘Not exactly. I think the best way to describe it is that it has a tremendous amount of potential.’


‘That sounds like a perfect project for you,’ says Georgina. ‘What can we send you for a housewarming present? What about a lovely teapot? Or a set of bowls? Actually, I have those lovely green bowls from Grandmère’ – when had Grandma become ‘Grandmère’, Emma thinks wryly – ‘which would be perfect for a young, well . . . youngish girl on her own. Why don’t I send those?’


Emma instantly pictures the bowls, a faded green milk glass, possibly pretty once, now scratched and stained after years of use.


‘It’s okay, Mum,’ she says. ‘I don’t need a housewarming present. At least, not yet. Let me get settled, then I’ll let you know what I need.’




Chapter 3


A dull thud on the front door makes Emma jump. She can’t imagine who could possibly be visiting her. She puts down a stack of books, eyeing the door nervously. ‘Hello?’ she calls, as her hand hovers over the door handle.


‘Hey,’ she hears from outside. ‘It’s Dominic DiFranco. I wondered if you needed some help.’


Opening the door, Emma is simultaneously grateful and slightly nervous. Is it normal for the landlord to show up whenever he feels like it? She looks over his shoulder but there is no car in her driveway.


‘Where do you live?’ she asks. ‘Did you walk over here?’


‘It seemed silly to drive,’ says Dominic, gesturing to a large red pickup truck in the driveway next door. ‘Given that I live next door.’


‘You do? Why didn’t you say anything?’


‘What if it had freaked you out?’ he says.


‘What if it’s freaking me out now?’


‘Is it?’


‘A little.’ Emma frowns. This is something he should have mentioned. Surely this is relevant. She knows nothing about him, she realizes, thinking how unbalanced that is.


‘Don’t let it. I inherited both of these houses from my grandparents when they died. They lived in this one, and rented out the one I now live in. I do the opposite. I live next door with my kid, Jesse. It helps to supplement my meagre income as bartender-slash-carpenter.’


‘You have a kid? Sweet. How old is he?’


‘Six. He’s the coolest. You’ll meet him soon. I’m surprised he hasn’t poked his nose in already to meet the new neighbour.’


‘Thank you for the warning! I’ll look out for him. So you’re a bartender? That’s cool. Where do you work?’


‘The Fat Hen?’ He looks at her, expecting a reaction.


She stares at him, not sure what she is supposed to say. ‘Great.’


‘You don’t know it?’


Emma starts to laugh. ‘How would I know it? I’ve been living in town for, oh’ – she looks at her watch – ‘approximately four hours and thirty-six minutes.’


‘We’ve been on Guy Fieri’s show.’ His chest puffs up proudly. ‘Diners, Drive-Ins and Dives?’


His pride is endearing. Emma smiles as she watches him, certain now that whoever said all men are little boys at heart was right. ‘Should I have seen it?’


He gasps. ‘Yes! Yes, you should have seen it! It’s the greatest show ever invented.’


He’s sweet, she realizes. A big kid. ‘I’m not a big television watcher,’ Emma admits reluctantly.


‘How about the games?’


‘What games?’


‘Weekend sports. Baseball. Basketball. Come on. You’ve got to watch football, at least?’


‘Nope.’ Emma shakes her head and laughs. ‘I’m so sorry, but not even football.’ She peers at him. ‘When you say football, do you actually mean American football? Or real football?’


‘You mean soccer? Soccer is soccer and football is football. What’s American football?’


The teasing is fun. She hasn’t had a sparky, teasing conversation for a very long time, she realizes. Her old colleagues took themselves too seriously to engage in conversations like this. ‘American football? It’s like rugby for wimps. With helmets and padding.’


‘Oh, ha ha,’ says Dominic, shaking his head. ‘I think maybe we should take the topic of sports off the table. You should come down to the Fat Hen, though. I’m working tonight. I’ll get you a good seat at the bar and make sure you’re looked after.’ He leans forward, lowering his voice conspiratorially. ‘First shot’s on me.’


‘Shot!’ Emma barks with laughter. ‘Good lord! Do I look like a shot girl to you?’


‘Everyone looks like a shot girl to me. What’s the point of drinking if you don’t start off with a shot? Tell you what. I’ll help haul boxes for you if you promise to come and have a drink at the Hen tonight. It’s the perfect introduction to town. The real Westport. Not the prettied-up, perfect version.’


Emma appraises him. Of course he doesn’t like the prettied-up, perfect version of anything. How could he? Everything about this man is real. Integrity, she finds herself thinking. He has integrity. ‘I suppose we’ll find out tonight which I prefer,’ she says, challenging him gently on his preconception of her. ‘And thank you, I would love some help with the boxes. I’ve got far more books than I realized and I’m not sure where to put them.’


Dominic looks around the living room. ‘You want me to build some shelves in here? I could make some beautiful built-in cabinets.’


‘Actually, I wouldn’t mind some in there.’ She points to the family room. ‘I was thinking of having that as a little library-cum-office. Would you be able to build some shelves in there? I was just about to order some of those stepladder bookshelves, but having built-ins would be even better.’


‘Sure. All part of the service. No charge.’ He smiles at her. ‘I can run to Home Depot today and pick up the wood. I’ll just have to take measurements.’


‘You would really do it? I was kind of joking. I didn’t actually think you’d say yes.’


Dominic frowns. ‘Why would you joke about that?’


‘Because it would be unthinkably rude to actually ask for something so huge. Are you completely serious? Because I’d totally understand if you aren’t.’ Part of her feels guilty. She barely knows him, and yet she trusts him. If he means it, she wants him to do it.


‘I’m totally serious.’


‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘Truly. This is amazing.’ She is smiling widely, unable to quite believe his kindness. ‘Can I just ask one tiny thing?’


‘What?’


‘If you’re going to build bookshelves, wouldn’t it be better to remove the carpet first? You don’t want shelves sitting on the carpet. If I pull it up while you’re gone, we can re-cut it to fit around the shelves. That will give a much more professional finish.’


Dominic looks at the carpet, thinking, before nodding. ‘Okay. Sure. You pull the carpet up and we can refit it when the shelves are done.’


‘Fantastic!’ Emma’s face is alight with pleasure that her plan to get rid of the hideous carpet has been put in motion so soon. ‘Let’s get these boxes stacked up against the wall so at least we can get the rest of the furniture in.’




Chapter 4


‘You’re right, this is . . . fine for a temporary place to live,’ says Sophie, walking through the house and trying not to show how much she hates it. ‘I mean, I really can’t see what it’s going to look like with all the boxes everywhere. And . . . that terrible wood.’


‘I know. The wood. Isn’t it awful? I’m dying to paint it all, but I need to move slowly. I’ve already got the landlord to agree to take the carpet up, which will then mysteriously disappear. “Oh bugger! Those bloody rubbish disposal men took it by mistake. I only propped it up against the wall outside because there was no room for it inside. Oh, I’m so sorry. How about I replace it with some lovely fresh, new, clean sisal? My treat. To make up for my mistake.”’


Sophie laughs. ‘Poor landlord. He won’t know what’s hit him. So what’s the story with him? Is he cute?’


Emma starts to laugh. ‘Absolutely not. First of all, have you not heard the expression about not doing your dirty business on your own doorstep?’


‘Are you kidding? Where better? He could slip through the sliding doors at night and have his wicked way with you. So, is he cute?’


‘Sophie, no. First of all, he’s not my type at all.’


‘What’s your type?’


‘Not him.’


‘Methinks the lady doth protest too much.’


‘I promise you, Sophie. He’s not for me. But he seems like a lovely guy and he did help me move all the boxes.’ Emma sits up as she hears the sound of a car. ‘In fact, here he is after his Home Depot run. So now you’ll get to see for yourself.’


Sophie joins Emma to look out the window, giving a low wolf whistle as Dominic climbs out of his truck and goes to the back, hauling planks of wood off the flatbed.


‘Are you kidding?’ she says. ‘He’s ridiculously sexy.’


‘Not going to happen,’ says Emma. ‘We couldn’t be more different.’


‘You don’t have to marry him, but a summer fling would be an excellent idea. Whoa. Who is that?’ A small boy, a miniature version of Dominic who looks to be about six years old but sports a Mohican, climbs out of the passenger seat and walks to the back of the truck to help.


‘That,’ says Emma, ‘is his son. Jesse. Yet another reason not to get involved.’


‘What’s the story there?’ Sophie is intrigued. ‘Divorced?’


‘I have no idea. Honestly, Sophie, I’ve just met him. I certainly don’t want to start peppering the poor man with questions. He’s my landlord, after all, and he lives next door. I don’t want him to think I have any ulterior motives. I just want us to . . . be friends.’ She pauses. ‘I did say I’d go and have a drink at the Fat Hen with him tonight, though.’


Sophie turns to her, open-mouthed. ‘Oh my God! Are you kidding? You’re having a date with him already?’


‘It’s not a date. He’s the bartender there. He’s just trying to make me feel at home. He’s not trying to get into my knickers.’


‘What?’


‘It’s an English expression. Never mind. Why don’t you come with me?’


‘And gate-crash your date? I don’t think so! What are you wearing?’


‘This!’ Emma gestures down at her old clothes. ‘Oh, go on. Come. It will be much more fun if you’re there.’


‘I guess Rob could put Jackson to bed. It will give me a chance to get the lowdown on Sexy Dominic and the small son.’


Emma gives her a long, hard gaze. ‘I shouldn’t have invited you, should I?’


‘Too late now. How about I pick you up at seven?’




Chapter 5


The Fat Hen parking lot, just off Riverside Avenue, is filled with pickup trucks, motorcycles, and the odd Audi and Range Rover. As Sophie parks the car, she explains to Emma that it is indeed a Westport institution, home to bikers from all over the state, as well as a popular spot for the brave hedge-fund manager who likes to experience the rough-and-ready of the real world from time to time. It’s known for having the best burgers for miles, as well as live music three times a week, and karaoke on Mondays.


Neon signs adorn the walls, throwing glowing light into the otherwise dark space. A long bar runs along one wall, packed three deep, with a small restaurant area at the back. It is loud and raucous, filled with a mix of regulars and people stopping in to experience the famous joint.


And it is probably the last place on earth Emma would ever choose to go. Her world, at least the world she has most recently left in New York City, is filled with genteel cocktail bars. In her world, she orders French martinis, Prosecco cocktails with St Germain, Negroni Royales. She perches on bar stools surrounded by handsome, clean-cut men in sharp suits who eye her as soon as she walks in, considering whether to talk to her. This scene is about as far away from that world as you can get, and even though she willingly left all that behind, she’s a little intimidated by what greets her here.


Emma grins as she pushes through the throng of people at the bar, trying to catch Dominic’s eye to let him know she’s arrived. Her blond, naturally curly hair is scooped up in a clip at the back of her head, with a few tendrils hanging loose. She’s wearing an oversized white shirt and dark jeans, with flat espadrilles on her feet, only because she figured flip-flops probably weren’t right for a night out, even to the Fat Hen. The only jewellery she wears is a large gold cuff on her right wrist, the last gift she gave to herself when she left the bank, and the last time she would spend serious money on something so utterly frivolous. She hasn’t taken it off since.


Sophie is with her, rather more done up. Sophie has known about the Fat Hen all her life, but she hasn’t ever been to the bar before, although Rob has. He warned her she was a little too dressed up, but Sophie ignored him. She dressed for herself, she’d told her husband, not for the bar she was going to, and so she had, wearing towering platforms, white jeans, a flowing shirt. With dangling earrings and blow-dried hair, she gets admiring glances from the men at the bar as she walks in, as tall and slim as a model, and so very much more glamorous than most of the women here.


Dominic is chatting with a group at the other end of the bar, and as he looks over, he notices Sophie first, then lights up as he sees Emma.


‘Hey!’ He comes over with a grin, clearly thrilled they are here, thrilled to show off his workplace. ‘You made it!’


‘I did.’ Emma finds she has to shout. ‘This is my friend Sophie.’


They shake hands as Dominic turns to a couple of guys sitting on stools. ‘Hey! Get a move on, and let these ladies sit down.’


‘No, no, it’s fine,’ Emma starts to say, but the men immediately stand up and offer their stools. Smiling a grateful thanks, she and Sophie sit down as Dominic pours them a couple of shots and slides them over.


‘Salut,’ he says, pouring himself one, too. The three of them down the shots in unison. ‘Welcome to the neighbourhood.’ He smiles, instantly refilling their glasses.


‘Bugger,’ says Emma, as she lifts the glass to her mouth. ‘We’re not going to be driving home after this, are we?’


‘That, my darling,’ says Sophie, downing the second drink, ‘is what Uber is for.’


Dominic, overhearing, snorts as he shakes his head. ‘You bankers,’ he says. ‘Uber!’


‘I’m not a banker,’ Sophie says defensively, although she’s smiling. ‘Any more. If I were, I wouldn’t be here, would I?’


‘Good point,’ says Dominic. ‘Another shot?’


‘No!’ Emma interjects. ‘No more shots. Let’s have proper drinks. I’ll have a vodka martini, straight up, with olives. Sophie?’


‘Vodka and grapefruit juice.’


‘Coming right up, ladies.’


Sophie leans towards Emma as Dominic turns to pour the drinks. ‘He is very cute,’ she says. ‘If I weren’t married . . .’


‘Thankfully you are, and thankfully, I am not you.’


Sophie looks up as Dominic approaches. ‘So, Dominic. I saw your very cute son today. How old is he?’


Dominic’s face breaks into a smile at the mention of his son. ‘He just turned six, and thank you. He is very cute, I agree. Jesse. Light of my life.’


‘Do you have a sitter?’


‘I have a few. A friend’s daughter often comes over when I’m working, then there’s a high school student around the corner, and I have an old friend who fills in if I can’t find anyone else. They’re all great with him. He’s the kind of kid who will go to anyone.’


‘Where’s his mom? Is she in town?’


Emma tries to catch Sophie’s eye to give her a warning look – this feels far too intrusive to ask someone she doesn’t know – but Dominic is unfazed.


‘His mom took off just after he was born. She didn’t want a kid, but by the time she found out she was pregnant it was too late. She had him, then left when he was about four months old.’


Sophie’s mouth opens in shock. ‘Are you serious? She’s not in touch with you at all?’


Dominic shrugs. ‘Nope. I tried. I used to email her pictures of Jesse and updates about what he was up to, but then the emails started bouncing back. We haven’t heard from her in years.’


Emma is disarmed by his candour about something so personal. Sophie, meanwhile, can’t hide her shock. ‘So you’re raising him all by yourself? Are your parents around? Do they help?’


‘Nooo!’ Dominic laughs. ‘I mean, they’re around, but we don’t see them too much. They’re in Trumbull, but they’re kind of busy doing their own thing.’


‘So you’re, like, the perfect man?’ Sophie, Emma realizes, is drunk. Not sloppy drunk, but uninhibited drunk, as she leans across the bar, smiling.


Dominic looks at Emma. ‘I like your friend,’ he says.


‘This is what happens to her when she downs three drinks in as many minutes,’ says Emma, wondering how it is that she is managing to hold her drink so much better than Sophie.


‘Is she married?’


‘Very much so. With a very large and strong husband. The jealous kind. You know the type.’


Dominic shakes his head and whistles. ‘I shouldn’t have poured you guys all those shots, should I? Is he going to show up and punch me?’


‘Only if you’re very unlucky.’


‘Will you two stop talking about me as if I’m not here?’ Sophie says. ‘Anyway. I am married and very happily, but Emma isn’t. Emma is very definitely single, and isn’t she gorgeous, Dominic? Don’t you think she’s pretty?’ Sophie raises her eyebrows a few times, gesturing towards Emma with her head. ‘I just want you to know that if you were interested, you would have my blessing.’


‘That’s very kind of you,’ says Dominic, laughing, as Emma turns a bright red and silently wishes the floor would miraculously open up and swallow her whole. ‘But I don’t think it would be a good idea. Landlord, tenant, that whole thing. It can get messy. Also, I’m . . . seeing someone.’


‘Okay?’ Emma rolls her eyes at her friend. ‘Can you just stop now?’


Sophie throws her hands up in the air. ‘Okay, okay! Forgive me for trying to do some good in the world. So. Who are you dating? Is she cute?’


Dominic just shakes his head and laughs, excusing himself as he goes to serve a group of women at the other end of the bar.


‘He really is cute. And nice. Did you notice? He’s really nice,’ Sophie says, turning to look at Emma and seeing that she is mortified. ‘I didn’t mean to embarrass you. Sorry.’


‘I think maybe after we’ve finished these drinks it’s time to go home.’


‘No way!’ says Sophie. ‘This is the most fun I’ve had in years.’


Emma makes it a habit not to get drunk, but this evening she’s well on the way. At the very least, she has bypassed tipsy and moved firmly into that slightly more serious, happy stage of intoxication. She has a very large glass of water alongside her martini, which she is sipping regularly.


She doesn’t like being drunk because she doesn’t like being out of control. It has been such a long time since she’s been in a situation like this that she’s forgotten how much fun it is. She isn’t plastered, not nearly as drunk as Sophie, but she is giggly and loose, and having fun with all the men in the bar – so many men! so friendly! – who are talking to them. She is having fun with the fact that Dominic is keeping an eye out for them and warning off any men he doesn’t like the look of.


It’s been a while since Emma had fun. It has definitely been a while since she has been anywhere where men have given her an appreciative glance.


For a while, when she first moved to New York, fresh out of her long-term relationship with Rufus, she dated non-stop. Everything was so exciting – the men! the bars! the way strangers would walk straight up to her in a restaurant and hand her their business card.


It didn’t take long for her to realize how empty that was. Every man she dated inevitably ended up having a long list of other women he was taking out on the side. She had never heard of the word exclusive in terms of dating. Apparently, it was an American thing. Emma had always presumed that if, after around four or five dates, you liked each other and you ended up in bed together, you were ‘going out’. Who would ever imagine that a person would be doing the same with someone else, or indeed, a number of someone elses? Well, everyone in New York, it seemed. Everyone but her.


It never felt like an even playing field. For every man Emma was interested in, there were at least three tall, skinny, leggy model-types who flung their Keratin’d hair around and smiled their perfect, white-toothed piranha smiles while elbowing Emma out of the way.


She couldn’t compete with such high-maintenance gorgeousness, nor did she want to. At work, she put on her uniform – the designer uniform that all the female bankers were expected to wear: the Givenchy, the Dior, the Jimmy Choos, the Manolo Blahniks. She blow-dried her hair and expertly applied make-up every morning before leaving her apartment for work. But as soon as she got home she tore everything off and slipped into jeans and a T-shirt, scrubbing her face, pulling her hair back into a messy bun. On the weekends she let her curls burst free.


But every time she went out for dinner with one of the men she had met when she was done up for work, or at a client meeting, she knew she had to maintain the image or they would lose interest. After a while, she didn’t want to pretend any more. After a while, it just seemed easier to not date. And even though all of her work colleagues thought she was crazy moving out to the suburbs as a single, childless woman – Westport! But you’re not married! You’re never going to meet anyone in Westport! What are you going to do in Westport? – she knew she stood a better chance of meeting a real person there, someone who wasn’t obsessed with a perfect trophy girlfriend hanging off his arm. More than that, she realized that in the life she wanted to live, meeting a man just wasn’t the most important thing.


There were other things that Emma wanted to accomplish, things other than a picture-perfect relationship that may have been hollow beneath all the flash and charm. A business of her own that fuelled her creativity. A peaceful life. She dreamed of sitting in her own garden surrounded by hydrangeas, sipping a glass of wine and breathing in the salty air; going for daily walks along the beach; renting a kayak and taking it out on the water. She wanted to be living her life, finding friends, and if someone happened to come along whom she found interesting, then great. She wasn’t going to go looking for him.


She was perfectly happy building a new life by herself.


In fact, the last thing she needed was a man to complicate things. Although, with a couple of drinks under her belt, there was nothing wrong with the tiniest bit of flirting. Was there?


Later in the evening, a girl comes into the Hen and Emma sees every man in the bar appraise her as she sashays through the crowd with a very plain friend. She walks right through the crowd, stopping several stools down from where Emma and Sophie are sitting.


‘Dom!’ She leans over the bar, pulls Dominic in with a proprietorial hand around the back of his neck, and gives him a long kiss on the lips.


‘Wow.’ Sophie leans towards Emma with a frown. ‘That’s the girlfriend? How disappointing.’


She is pretty, Emma thinks, pretty beneath all the make-up. Her hair is very blond, and very hairsprayed. Her eyelashes are false, her T-shirt tight and low-cut. She’s sexy as hell.


‘Why? She’s a bombshell,’ says Emma.


‘She looks like she just walked out of Ruby’s Two.’


‘What the hell is Ruby’s Two?’


‘It’s where the girls are.’


Emma continues to look bemused.


‘A strip club! It’s where all our hedge-fund husbands go for their boys’ nights out. And trust me, it’s not exactly . . . not exactly sophisticated.’


‘Are you calling his girlfriend cheap?’


‘Yes!’ slurs Sophie delightedly. ‘That’s exactly what I’m calling her. She’s nothing compared to you. And without the make-up she’s probably as rough as anything.’


‘You’re mean when you’re drunk.’ Emma sits back, looking at her friend in astonishment, narrowing her eyes to try to focus more clearly.


‘I’m not mean. I’m just more honest. Seriously.’


Before Emma can respond, Dominic comes over with the blond girl. ‘Ladies, I’d like you to meet Gina.’


Sophie puts on her most gracious smile. ‘So nice to meet you,’ she says, as Emma admires her capacity to switch gears so quickly. ‘I’m Sophie.’


‘How do you do?’ Emma extends a hand to Gina. ‘I’m Emma.’


Gina’s smile is polite, if not warm. ‘Which one of you is the tenant?’


‘Me.’ Emma raises a hand. ‘I just moved in this morning.’


‘I guess we’ll be seeing a lot of each other,’ she says eventually. ‘I stay over a lot next door.’


‘Great,’ says Emma. ‘You’ll have to pop in for a cup of tea.’


‘Right,’ says Gina, who mumbles vaguely – something along the lines of how nice it is to have met her – then walks off to the other end of the bar.


‘Not exactly warm and fuzzy.’ Sophie pretends to whisper this, but she is within earshot of Dominic.


‘I’m sorry.’ He turns to face them. ‘She’s a nice girl underneath, but not much of a woman’s woman. It’s just insecurity.’


‘Why is she insecure?’ Emma is perplexed. ‘She’s gorgeous.’


Dominic shrugs. ‘Isn’t it a female thing?’


They all turn to see Gina, at the other end of the bar, who smiles at them before beckoning Dominic over. It’s clear he has no choice.


‘Gotta go,’ he mutters.


‘Wuss,’ mutters Sophie, as Emma just shakes her head and laughs. ‘You know why she just did that, right? Claimed her territory?’ says Sophie, as Gina slides her arms around Dominic again, from the other side of the bar, and kisses him deeply. ‘She’s threatened by you.’


‘Why on earth would she be threatened by me?’


‘Because . . . I don’t know. There’s something. I think he might like you.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ says Emma. ‘Never have there been two people less compatible than my landlord and myself. Just because neither of us is married doesn’t mean we’re going to jump into bed together.’ She doesn’t know why she feels the sudden need to defend herself, to insist that there is no possibility of anything happening, when she is beginning to notice she feels happy whenever he is around.


‘It might be fun.’


‘I’m not planning on finding out. Don’t you think it’s time we made a move to go home?’




Chapter 6


It takes a while for Emma to open her eyes. She isn’t sure where she is at first. The room is brighter than she is used to, and it smells different. Her head is pounding. As she swims up to consciousness, she cracks open one eye to see the light flooding in through the French doors in the bedroom.


Ah. It comes back to her. She is in the rental house. There are boxes everywhere. The light is flooding in through the sheer white Ikea blinds on either side of the windows. She hadn’t drawn them last night, not that it would have made a difference – they wouldn’t keep out the brightness of this summer’s day.


Last night. Oh God. The drinking. She makes her way to the bathroom, ripping open a box and digging through it until she finds a bottle of painkillers. Tipping two tablets into her hand, she leans over and puts her mouth to the tap, swallowing the pills with a mouthful of lukewarm water before walking back to bed and sinking into the covers with a moan.


Emma doesn’t remember the last time she had a hangover. However bad she is feeling, though, Sophie must surely be feeling worse. Sophie didn’t drink any water, and Sophie was hammered. Emma pats the bedcovers for her phone, and, squinting at the screen, she taps out a text.


You alive?


The dots appear, before one word. No.


Emma grins and puts the phone down, closing her eyes to wait for the painkillers to take effect, trying to remember what happened last night. Dominic had been sweet and solicitous, looking after them at the bar, pouring them drinks on the house far longer than he should have. His girlfriend, Gina. Bitchy. Probably not who she would see him with only because he seems so nice, and she seemed . . . insecure and rude.
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