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              The clock clicks in a child’s hand




              As she skips to the tics and tocs




              Under the park tunnels run from the dark




              While sun circles the clocks




              Flowers grow for those that know




              To bloom is to know your roots




              To give the earth all it’s worth




              Tend to the new shoots




              And a horse on course its hooves




              Drum beneath the earth




              Where dreadnought’s sleeping seamen




              Are weeping for the berth




              While the marshes sigh at night




              When sky dives into The Thames




              Greenwich and I will sleep again




              And wake again as friends




              It is the thudding in my ear




              Upon the pillow that sounds




              Like a black mare churning




              Dreams from the ground




              As she charges towards




              The Meridian Line




              Leaps Sheperds Gate




              And dives into time




              Where an Ancient mariner




              His guest no longer cross




              Sings songs of his wrongs




              To a circling albatross




              (What you bring home and take away




              Are the goods that become




              The story of Royal Greenwich




              And all she has done)




              A coffee cup lifts to the face




              In its reflection a woman sees the sea




              Where a small girl in a boat smiles




              She whispers this must be me




              And the girl cranes her neck




              She sails the swirls in the cup




              And smiles for a minute and frowns




              And holds the flowers up




              Here lies the beginning of time




              Where the river cradles the land




              Here lies the roundabout




              About the sun and the sand




              And the star rises on observatory hill




              and watches them watching him




              And the water spills on a quiet wharf




              Where the silver mermaids swim




              And a woman collects the crests




              and takes them home to spin




              She makes Sails for the high road




              For our dreams to begin




              ‘Shipping Good’, Lemn Sissay
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  Prologue




  30 April 2014




  ‘I didn’t intend to be a runaway bride. Honestly, I didn’t. I didn’t wake up that morning thinking: What can I do to cause as much shock and distress as

  possible to the people I love most in the world? The person I love most in the world . . .’ I trail off momentarily, unable to continue my well-practised speech. I look around at all the

  expectant faces shining as brightly as the tulips. Is it really worth dragging all this up again? Today of all days, when everyone just wants to celebrate this momentous occasion?




  There are a couple of awkward coughs, a few whispers and I feel a rising panic in my chest, like I’m about to be sick, or worse, pass out. Oh God, please not that. Not again. Just then I

  feel a squeeze of encouragement to my left hand and I suddenly feel buoyed by warmth and support, anchored by familiarity and self-belief. I turn and look at him and he smiles and nods and I know

  that he’s telling me to trust my instincts.




  ‘The truth is, I’m not sure I was thinking much at all that day,’ I continue. ‘I knew I was nervous, but that was all. I was just focused on dealing with each “Got

  To” stage as it came. You know, got to get up, got to get ready, got to get in the car, got to walk down the aisle. And well . . .’ I pause and smile wryly. ‘We all know how

  that turned out.’




  Laughter floats like petals through the air.




  ‘There were many times that I questioned myself,’ I go on. ‘Leaving my husband at the altar was the hardest decision I’ve ever made. Many people said it was the

  worst.’ I smile at my best friend, Milly, who nods and holds her hand up in a gesture of agreement. ‘But no matter how much I doubted myself, I knew that wasn’t true.’ I

  close my eyes momentarily, remembering a long-ago mistake. I will never forget, but now at last I have moved on. Even though it was heartbreakingly hard, I always knew it was the

  right choice.




  I look around at everyone again and then back at the man standing next to me. It feels like he’s always been there; like this was all meant to be . . .




  





  One Year Earlier




  April




  

    

      

        Dear Bea




        I’ve never believed that ‘April is the cruellest month’. For me April has always signified new beginnings. It is truly Mother

        Nature’s New Year. Suddenly we witness beautiful displays of colourful flowers exploding like fireworks in our gardens. The grass glitters with golden daffodils, grape hyacinths burst

        through the earth like rockets, anemones dancing next to them like purple rain showers. Hellebores and tulips bop enthusiastically in the breeze like bridesmaids on a hen night.




        Amongst all these new shoots there are many decisions to make – and even the most experienced gardener can find it overwhelming. Sometimes I’m sure it feels

        like all you can see is bare soil. And in my experience, dear daughter, spring has often been the time that I’ve felt an urge to bare my soul. To speak up. Pause and take a moment to

        reflect on how I’m feeling underneath the surface.




        Contrary to popular opinion, I find raking over old ground a very therapeutic – and necessary – exercise. As an experienced gardener I say, cut any dead

        growth otherwise new shoots will be at risk of being damaged. Don’t be too hard with the pruning though, or you may accidentally cut off this year’s flowers. And remember,

        don’t let the grass grow under your feet or it will yellow, weaken and die.




        Do all this and your garden is sure to bloom as much as you will.




        Love, Dad x


      


    


  




  





  Chapter 1




  30 April 2013




  Bea Bishop is about to take the plun—




  ‘This is no time to be doing a Facebook status update, Bea!’ my younger brother Caleb chastises, sounding more like a parent than a sibling as he snatches my phone

  off me.




  ‘Hey!’ I look at him in annoyance, half-expecting to see standing next to me outside the church the curly-haired kid who used to chase me round the beach like a puppy. Instead,

  there’s this charming, sensible, responsible twenty-eight-year-old man in a morning suit – a dad no less. I still can’t believe Cal has two children. Where did the years

  go?




  I try to grab my phone but he holds it above his head teasingly and then puts it in his pocket. Infuriated, I turn to Loni who is standing on my right but she just puts her hands up as if to

  say, ‘Off-duty.’ Then she peers down her cleavage and rearranges her neckline so she’s showing more skin.




  ‘Ready to strut your stuff, sis?’ Cal says lightly. Then he leans in and winks. ‘Because Loni certainly is . . .’




  I look at them both, wanting to tell them that, without Dad here, I’ll never be ready. But instead I smile, take a deep breath and turn to face the heavy, walnut church doors. Harder than

  it sounds in this ridiculously tight lace fishtailed frock. I know it’s the wrong dress for my body shape – made for someone tall and graceful, not petite and a bit tomboyish. It was

  thrust upon me because I couldn’t make up my mind what I wanted and because my future mother-in-law, Marion, told me I’d look ‘uncharacteristically elegant’ in it. I

  should’ve hit the eject button right then. Instinct now tells me it’s probably better to look as much like you as possible on your wedding day. A scrubbed-up version of yourself,

  obviously, but still like you.




  Instead, the hairpiece my wayward curls are coiled tightly around is as heavy as lead, as is the enormous Hudson family tiara that is clinging to the top of my skyscraper bridal hairstyle like

  King Kong on the Empire State Building. Marion told me at my final dress fitting that I had to wear it because – and these were her exact words: ‘Unfortunately, Bea, you’re the

  closest thing to a daughter I’ll ever have.’ Emphasis on unfortunately!




  ‘Bea!’ Cal says impatiently, reminding me where I am and what I’m meant to be doing, ‘I said, are you ready . . .’




  ‘. . . for your prison sentence?’ Loni intercepts, nudging me playfully as her giant purple and pink fascinator bobs on top of her crazy corkscrew hair which bounces down her back in

  swirly silvery curls.




  Cal shoots her a warning glare. She holds her hands up innocently as if to say, ‘What? Joke!’ and then takes a swig from a little bottle she’s clearly swiped from the hotel

  minibar. ‘Just a little snifter for Loni to ease the pre-wedding wobbles,’ she says with a wink. My mum often refers to herself in the third person. Apparently it’s what happens

  if you are mad – I mean, a tiny bit famous. She writes books about relationships. Her first one was Why Be Married When You Can Be Happy? It was a surprise hit and stayed in the

  bestseller charts for twenty-three weeks. Over twenty years, and countless books later, people still see her as the go-to guru for marriage break-up guidance. Not so helpful on your wedding day, it

  turns out.




  Loni is not the biggest fan of the institution of marriage. She’s a free spirit, a single soul, and has been ever since my dad walked out when I was seven and Cal was five. She’s

  always said marriage is an unnatural state. And as a result, so have I.




  I blink, the familiar panic rising as I remind myself of what I’m about to do.




  ‘Are you OK?’ Milly whispers. I turn around and look at her and, as I do, I see a glimpse of Holkham Hall in the distance, the elegant Palladian-style mansion with its stunning

  grounds that this church sits within and where our wedding reception will take place. The venue is the one decision I managed to make for this wedding. It had to be here, in Holkham. Close to where

  I grew up, opposite my favourite beach, and where, even as a little girl, I told my mum and dad I’d one day get married. Marion wasn’t happy. She’d wanted somewhere bigger,

  grander, nearer London than Norfolk. But for once, I stood firm. I didn’t care if they wanted to invite a hundred people I’d never met (which they practically have) but it had to

  be here.




  I focus back on Milly. She is the picture of poise and calm in her shimmering gold bridesmaid dress that glides over her Bond-girl body. Milly is a striking mix of her Persian mother and Indian

  father and is always the most beautiful person in any room. Her dark burnished shoulder-length hair is always perfect. A thick, blunt fringe frames her chocolate eyes, which are usually so serious,

  thanks to her stressful job as a hedge fund manager. They are now swimming with concern. I’m pretty sure most best friends don’t go to the lengths Milly does to look out for me. She has

  done ever since she found me on my first day wandering the school grounds like a lost sheep, unable to find my Year Seven French class. She says it was like I had no idea what direction I was meant

  to be going in.




  I still haven’t.




  I can’t do this, a voice in my head whispers.




  I glance at Milly with an agonised, rabbit-caught-in-the-headlights expression, trying desperately to bat the doubt away – or for her to do it for me.




  ‘You can do this, Bea!’ Milly says instantly, reading my mind. She clasps my hand. ‘You’re marrying Adam, remember? The love of your life.’




  ‘Mills,’ I blurt out suddenly, overcome by panic. ‘I need to ask you something.’




  ‘Really? Now?’ she says, smoothing back an escaped curl into my tight bridal chignon. ‘OK,’ she sighs. ‘Fire away.’




  ‘How did you know Jay was The One?’ Milly’s eyes flick to me and then to Cal. She smiles brightly back at me but I can see the alarm behind it. Watch out, people, this

  bride’s about to blow!




  ‘How did you know?’ I press, looking down at Milly’s left finger and the two rings that have been firmly planted on it for three years. Jay is Adam’s best man and her

  husband. She met him the same night I met Adam, but Milly and Jay’s relationship moved much quicker than ours. Ad and I have been playing catch-up ever since.




  ‘I – I . . .’ Her eyes dart nervously from me, to Cal and then to Loni. ‘I mean, I can’t explain how I knew, Bea, I just did.’




  I swear my heart plummets down to my stupidly high wedding shoes because the truth is I don’t ‘know’. I’m not sure, or certain, and I don’t know why that is.

  Why, when Adam is so wonderful, don’t I know? What is wrong with him, or rather, me?




  ‘Come on, sis!’ Cal says as if reading my mind. ‘This is you and Adam we’re talking about. You’re made for each other. You’re crazy and he’s utterly

  crazy about you.’




  ‘Ba da doom tish,’ I reply with a weak smile.




  I snatch the miniature from Loni and try to take a swig but the combined weight of my hairpiece and tiara has rendered my head incapable of movement.




  ‘Ready?’ Cal says gently like I’m one of his two-year-old twins.




  I DON’T KNOW! I think. ‘Yes, ready!’ I squeak instead.




  Cal goes to open the doors of St Withburga’s Church and I start to hyperventilate a little. The thick lace of my dress is making me itch. I resist an urge to claw at my thighs.




  ‘Take this, will you, bro?’ I say, thrusting my beautiful bright bouquet of yellow primulas (I can’t live without you), blousy honeysuckle ranunculuses (radiant

  charm) and forsythia (anticipation of an exciting moment). Milly ordered them for me when I called her in a panic because I’d forgotten. She was still at work but went to her local

  flower shop in Greenwich just before it closed and asked specifically for the yellow wedding flowers I wanted. My handful of sunshine. They kindly made up the bouquets and buttonholes at the last

  minute and presented them in a vintage wooden crate that had the shop’s name – ‘Cosmos Flowers’ – painted on the side along with a smattering of stars. She and Jay

  arrived with it at the crack of dawn this morning. Cosmos are my birth flower and, when I saw the name painted on the crate filled with my favourite flowers, it felt like a sign that I was doing

  the right thing. But now . . .?




  Oh God, I feel sick.




  ‘You OK, Bea?’ Milly repeats as she steadies me.




  ‘I think my dress is bringing me out in a rash,’ I groan as she tries to locate the itch. ‘Maybe I’m allergic to it?’




  Milly grasps my chin and makes me look at her. ‘You have nothing to worry about. All you have to do is walk down that aisle. I’ll be right behind you, OK?’ She lifts up my

  train and Cal nods in agreement and squeezes my hand.




  I take a deep breath and tell myself that most brides feel this amount of fear, doubt and overwhelming anxiety. It’s perfectly normal. But once you get that ring on your finger, all your

  misgivings fall away. Yep, I’m positive that’s what happens.




  ‘Adam is the right guy, Bea,’ Cal says as if reading my mind. ‘He always has been. It just took a while for you to realise it. Now, remember, all you have to do is take

  it one step at a time . . .’




  I nod, marvelling at how my little brother got so grown-up. And how I got so scared.




  ‘Let’s do this thing!’ I squeak and give a little mini air punch for good measure.




  Cal heaves open the church door and looks at me. I notice his porcelain-blue eyes so like Loni’s are glistening with emotion as Mendelssohn’s Wedding March floods through the open

  doors and the guests’ heads execute a perfect Mexican wave as they turn to gawp at me. I take Cal’s arm and smile nervously behind my veil.




  ‘You look beautiful, sis,’ Cal whispers through his smile as we begin to walk slowly down the aisle. ‘Now,’ he adds with a grin, ‘whatever you do, don’t wee

  at the end like you did at Auntie Cath’s wedding.’




  ‘I was three,’ I hiss but I laugh anyway.




  As we carry on down the aisle I find myself desperately looking for Dad. No one knows this – not even Cal – but he’s the real reason I was so determined to get married in this

  church so near my childhood home. I’ve never let go of my dream that it would be here on this special day that we would finally be reunited. I’ve spent months telling myself that even

  if the invitation I insisted on sending to Cley-next-the-Sea, his last known local address before he disappeared, didn’t reach him, or if he didn’t see the wedding notice Adam put in

  his favourite national paper, then maybe, through some cosmic connection, he might just sense that his daughter was getting married today. He’d instinctively know that I’d never wanted

  to get married without him. He’d recall how I told him when I was a little girl that I’d get married in this church one day. He would sense that, even at the age of thirty, I still

  missed him every day. And that’s why I can’t help but hope, even though I haven’t seen or heard from him for twenty-three years, that maybe, just maybe, he’ll be here to

  watch his daughter walk down the aisle. I know it’s ridiculous. I know I should just let go, move on, but I’ve never lost hope that my dad will one day come back into my life. Today

  feels like his last chance, the final milestone before I say goodbye to being his daughter, Bea Bishop, and begin a new life as Mrs Bea Hudson.




  My eyes dart desperately over the guests seated either side of me. Caleb squeezes my arm and I know he’s realised who I’m looking for. He tries to understand but Cal has never seemed

  to feel Dad’s absence as much as I do. My little brother’s always just . . . got on with his life – in an understated but rather incredible way. Not only is Cal a brilliant dad to

  his two-year-old twin girls, a loving partner of their mum, Lucy, his girlfriend of almost ten years (commitment problems clearly don’t run in the family . . .) but he’s a great

  support to me. And he lives close to Loni (which means I have the freedom to live where I choose) and on top of all that, he saves lives every single day in his work as a paramedic. In other words,

  my kid brother, who used to run around wearing Superhero costumes, is now basically a real-life one. Dad would be so proud. It always amazes me that two siblings with the same roots can grow to be

  so different.




  A memory reverberates in my mind as I see an image of Dad, arms outstretched to me.




  Come here, my little climber . . .




  I feel a sharp jolt of pain as I recall Dad’s nickname for me, given because I was so clingy. I close my eyes for a moment and replay the memory of running into the garden and entwining

  myself around his legs, looking up at him as he laughed and pulled me into his arms.




  I continue to scan the congregation, stumbling as my eyes fill with tears and my heart with disappointment when I realise that of course Dad isn’t here. It was stupid to hold on to such a

  farfetched dream.




  It doesn’t matter, I tell myself sternly. I don’t need him any more. I’ve got Adam now . . .




  Everything will be fine if I can just make it to him, but the end of the aisle seems so far away that it is almost in soft focus. Everything goes blurry.




  I gasp and briefly put my hand to my forehead whilst trying to keep walking towards Adam. But it’s like I’ve stood up too quickly and someone’s turned the lights out. The itchy

  dress is unbearable, I feel like I’m being suffocated and my head is ridiculously heavy. A hundred people are looking at me and taking photos, and I realise I’m holding my breath like

  I’m about to dive into the sea.




  I keep taking steps forward. I think I’m still walking down the aisle but it feels more like I’m being pulled back, pulled under.




  Drowning.




  And then I see him and feel a wave of relief crashing over me. Because there waiting at the end of the aisle for me is Adam. My tall, strong, so-sure-of-himself Adam. He’s standing with

  his back to me, next to Jay. I stare at his broad, solid silhouette, his perfectly pressed suit and the slightly unruly curl of his dark hair on his crisp white collar. It must be the only thing in

  his life a little out of place. Unless you count me. He turns then and I stare into his calm wide-set grey eyes that are sheltered by thick, dark, arched eyebrows. He is the calm to my storm, I

  realise.




  I raise my hand and wave at him. He smiles, a gentle beam that starts at the corners of his mouth and then rises like the dawn until it reaches his eyes and burns brightly like the midday sun,

  bathing mine in light. He nods deliberately, then gestures for me to come to him. Then he turns back to face the priest. So certain of his every move.




  I look to my left and it is then that my world collapses like a house of cards. He’s here. Not my dad, like I’d hoped, but another man. A man I’ve spent the last eight years

  trying to forget. I feel bile rise in my throat as the memories rush at me like a tsunami, flattening every wall I have made, everything I have built to protect me from the past. I can’t

  believe he is here after all this time.




  Kieran Blake. My first real love.




  He’s staring at me intently. His face is instantly recognisable, even after all this time. He’s lost the wild, straggly, indie-boy hair he used to have that was streaked blond from

  years of travelling. It is now shaved in a dark buzz cut, making his forest-green eyes even more dazzling. I try to look back at Adam, but I can’t. I can’t drag my eyes away from

  Kieran. He lifts his hand then, swipes it over his head, and it is then that I see the glint of silver on his finger and I’m lost again in the past, taken back to a place, a moment, a time

  I’ve tried so hard not to return to.




  I promise I’ll come back. Once I’ve sorted myself out. Wait for me, please? I’ll wear this ring till then and you wear yours . . .




  I look down at my right hand, at the finger where my platinum promise ring used to be until I gave up waiting for him and took it off.




  ‘Kieran Blake,’ I murmur, and Cal shoots me a look.




  ‘What did you say?’ Cal whispers, his eyes scanning the congregation until he spots him. He looks at me with horror. ‘Did you invite him?’ I shake my head and, as

  I do, I stagger sideways. It’s as if my feet don’t want me to go on any more.




  I try to move forwards. Why now when I want to be so sure of every step towards my future, do I feel this overwhelming pull to my past? It feels like I’m being torn in two different

  directions. I push through the doubt and force my vertiginous heels to clip onwards across the cold, tiled floor.




  ‘Hey, Bea,’ Cal says. ‘Watch ou—’




  His warning comes too late. I feel my feet slip and the ground disappears. I hear the wedding guests take a collective gasp as I cry out and am thrust backwards. Cal tries to grab my arm, but he

  can’t hold me and I crash to the ground.




  As I do, I feel my life flash before my eyes, exactly like they say it does when you’re about to die.




  Oh God, am I dying? No, surely not. I don’t want my epitaph to be a Daily Mail headline: ‘Tragic size 12 bride dies on wedding day’ (the tragedy clearly

  being that I was a size 12, not that I died). I’m struggling to stay focused, present, as the searing pain in my head shoots through my body. I’m clinging on to my life. Except . .

  .




  I blink again, feeling my eyes roll backwards into the impending blackness. It’s not my life I’m clinging to; it’s my lives. The one I had before and the one I was

  heading to up till now. I can make out Adam and Kieran next to me or have I just imagined them? I’m not sure what is happening or where I am, but I feel like I can see the ghostly white

  shapes of my future and my past grappling with each other in some ethereal fight. One is on my shoulder, like an angel, desperately pulling me forward. The other is dragging me back. Two loves, two

  possible lives – but which one is mine? Which path am I meant to take? I can’t decide. I drop my head back against the tiles and begin to see stars. Then there’s just black.




  





  Chapter 2




  I’m sitting on a chair in the small, cold chapel to the side of the nave, rubbing my head as Cal examines me. It was Adam’s deep soothing voice that pulled me back

  out of the darkness. I don’t know how long I was out for, or what he was saying, I just know that since I woke up I’ve felt different. Like I’ve lost my anchor and I’m

  drifting out to sea. Loni, Cal and Adam are flanking me as I clutch my head in my hands. Adam’s parents George and Marion are looking on, as are Milly and Jay. They think I’m just in

  pain – and they’re right: but not because of the bump to my head.




  I feel like I’m having an out-of-body experience. The world has rewound and I’m back there, back then, with Kieran on Cromer Pier.




  It’s all my fault: my thought applies to both then and now.




  Cal pulls my eyelids back and studies my pupils. I feel like I’m about to be interrogated except I’m the one with all the questions. Am I losing my mind? I want to ask him.

  You did see Kieran, didn’t you? It was him, wasn’t it? He’s here. He’s come back. Seven years later than he promised, but he’s back.




  I don’t get any answers from Cal’s drawn eyebrows and frowned concentration.




  ‘I was worried there for a moment, sis,’ he mutters.




  ‘That I wasn’t going to make it or make it down the aisle?’ I manage to say.




  A muscle strains in his cheek and he shakes his head, then he looks at everyone. ‘No concussion,’ Cal says, smiling as he steps back from me. ‘Or brain damage. If we’re

  lucky it might even have knocked some sense into her!’ There’s a ripple of relieved laughter from the semicircle of family and friends.




  Someone hands Cal an ice pack and he presses it to my forehead. ‘Ow!’




  ‘Here, let me,’ Adam says and Cal steps obediently away. Adam has that effect on people. They listen to him. I listen to him.




  ‘Shall we go ahead now then?’ our priest says brightly, clapping his hands and then glancing at his watch.




  ‘Can you just give us a moment, please?’ I reply shakily, and he looks at me for a beat too long before he ushers everyone out of the chapel. Cal is the last to go, giving me one

  long lingering look before leaving Adam and me alone.




  I look up at at Adam, he kisses my forehead then replaces the ice pack. The contrast of the warmth of his lips and the cold of the ice feels symbolic somehow. His grey eyes are cloudy with

  concern and I feel the urge to cup his perfectly carved jaw and mould the imprint of his generous lips to mine so I always remember my final kiss with the man who has made me happier than I ever

  thought possible. The man who has brought calm and security to my life when before there was only noise and chaos. The man I thought could save me from my past, even if I couldn’t bring

  myself to be truly honest with him about it. I think of Kieran, waiting out there, and feel sick at what I’m about to do.




  ‘How you doing, huh?’ he says, crouching down and removing the ice pack. ‘Ready to get back out there and face the bridal music? That was quite a stunt you pulled there, you

  know! Definitely one to tell the kids about one day . . .’ He grins and laughter lines appear around his eyes like cracks of glass cutting into my heart. He’s so perfect.




  Too perfect for me.




  I have to tell him. I have to do this. I have no choice any more. Besides, I don’t deserve him.




  I look at the ice pack, at the melting opaque cubes swimming before my eyes and blending with my tears so they seem like a river that my perfect future is being carried away in.




  ‘Come on,’ he says gently, cupping my elbow with his palm.




  I shake my head. I can’t look at him. I feel like I’m an executioner, about to drop the guillotine. ‘Adam,’ I whisper, pushing his name out past the lump in my throat.

  ‘Y-you know I love you. I hope you’ve never doubted that—’




  ‘Of course, that’s why we’re getting married!’ He smiles, leans in and kisses me softly. I close my eyes and put my fingers to my lips. ‘Come on,’ he says,

  getting up and holding his hand out to me. ‘Let’s do this. Just promise me, no more acrobatics down the aisle, OK? You almost made Dad stop checking his emails!’ He grins, but I

  don’t mirror it. His hand is still stretched out waiting for me to take it in mine.




  ‘Adam,’ I say quietly, trying desperately to control the tremble in my voice.




  ‘Bea, I know you’re nervous but there’s nothing to be frightened of. We’ll get married and then everything will go back to normal. Nothing has to change, not

  really.’ His voice is soft, soothing, melodic. He’s doing that thing where he metaphorically talks me off the ledge. ‘Remember when we got engaged? You were so scared of taking

  the next step that I decided the only way to stop you hyperventilating with fear when I proposed was to slip the ring in a little bouquet of lavender, jasmine and orange blossom to calm you down,

  relax you and ease the shock . . .’ A smile forms on my face at the memory. I loved the gesture, it was so thoughtful and showed how well he understood me. I see Kieran’s face again and

  am hit by a wave of anxiety. I don’t deserve Adam’s kindness. If he knew . . .




  I have to just get this over and done with. Throw myself off the edge of the cliff. I have to finish this.




  ‘I can’t do this. I can’t marry you, Adam,’ I blurt out abruptly like I’m ripping off a plaster. I close my eyes. It still hurts. ‘I – I’m so

  sorry . . .’




  He dismisses my statement with a stroke of my hair. ‘You don’t mean that. You’ve just had a bit of a shock. You’ll be fine as soon as we get back out there . .

  .’




  I want to believe Adam but it feels like Cal’s right, finally some sense has been knocked into me with my fall and I can’t pretend any more. Kieran’s come back and everything

  has changed. Adam doesn’t deserve this, but he also doesn’t deserve me. I can’t keep burying my past, pretending that my life began when I met Adam. No, it ended the night of the

  tragedy. And all because of me.




  I lift my head, my eyes on the ice pack. The ice is still melting. All of it is melting away. ‘No, Ad. I’m sorry, I can’t. I just can’t . . .’ My voice is

  uncharacteristically firm. There is no wavering, my decision has been made.




  Adam stares at me for what feels like an eternity, his face passing through stages of disbelief, denial, shock and hurt before he steps away from me.




  ‘You really mean it.’ His voice is low, a whisper. I bury my face in my hands, feeling like I’ve just plunged a knife into him and then me.




  Adam walks over to the cold stone wall and leans against it like he can’t hold himself up. ‘Why?’ he says quietly. His broad shoulders seem to have shrunk. His left hand is

  against the wall, his fingers splayed as if to give him much-needed support but also to remind me of the glaring absence of a ring on his wedding finger. His other hand is raised to his forehead,

  as if it were he who had experienced a severe blow to the head. Which I suppose he has. ‘The least you can do is tell me why?’




  ‘I – I don’t know . . . I just can’t . . . I can’t explain . . . I’m sorry . . .’ I’m trying and failing to find the words I need to say: that I

  love him and need him and miss him already but that I don’t know who I am. I got lost a long time ago. I gaze up at Adam desperately, tears pouring down my face, wishing that things could be

  different but knowing that in that one split second before I fell, everything changed. Because Kieran came back.




  





  Chapter 3




  The cold tiles are like ice against my bare shoulders as I come to. Did I faint or am I dead? I open my eyes and blink to try and disperse the black fog in front of them. I can

  see I’m all dressed in white, like an angel, oh God, I was kidding about the dead bit. It all comes back to me, then. Well, nearly all. I have a vague recollection I should be looking for

  someone but I can’t remember who. I feel different, but I don’t know why.




  Adam comes into focus, his grey eyes full of concern. He’s stroking my temples with his thumbs then touching my forehead with the palm of his hand. Marion suddenly pushes in front of him

  and snaps her fingers in my face several times, making me blink rapidly like I’m having a convulsion. Not particularly helpful when a hundred people are wondering if I’ve just had some

  kind of prenuptial seizure. Then she holds her hand up.




  ‘How many fingers, dear?’ she barks, her perfectly painted lips opening like a chasm. ‘Can you tell? One? Four? Five?’




  ‘Hopefully not two,’ I say weakly, ‘because that would be rude.’




  There’s a swell of laughter at this.




  ‘She’s all right, everybody,’ Cal diagnoses. ‘She just wanted to show how head-over-heels in love with Adam she is!’ He and Adam bend over me, arms poised to help

  me up.




  ‘Wait there a second, son,’ George calls. ‘I’m still filming. This’ll get millions of hits on YouTube!’




  ‘George!’ Marion admonishes.




  ‘I’m fine, really I am!’ I say, batting Cal and Adam away and struggling into a sitting position.




  And even though to all intents and purposes I am – there isn’t a scratch or a bruise on my body – I do feel strange. Woozy. Present in the moment, but like I’m missing

  something big: a part of me that was there before but isn’t now. I squint at my outstretched fingers and count them in case Marion has a point. It’s then that I notice an absence of

  wedding ring. That must be it, I conclude. That’s the missing piece!




  I tilt my head back and look up at Adam. His eyes are dark clouds, his brow crumpled with anxiety.




  ‘Can we just get on with it now, Ad?’ I plead. ‘I just want to get married.’




  ‘Oh thank God,’ he laughs in relief.




  ‘Were you worried I wasn’t going to make it – or make it down the aisle?’ I say teasingly. I close my eyes as this moment resonates in my brain like it has happened

  before, but differently. I feel like there is something I should remember too, something big, but there’s a black spot, like a fingerprint, where that memory should be.




  I shake my head, smile and turn to the guests on either side who are all looking at me with almost sick anticipation, like onlookers at a car crash.




  ‘It’s all right,’ I call out weakly. ‘I’m OK! Serves me right for trying to wear high heels!’ There is a ripple of laughter. ‘It’s good luck for

  something to go wrong on your wedding day, right?’ I add. ‘And now that I’ve gone arse over . . .’ Marion glares at me and I hurriedly change my sentence ‘. . . apex,

  it stands to reason that everything else is going to go perfectly! So let’s do this thing! Let’s have a wedding!’




  This receives a round of applause and as I take my bouquet from Milly and thrust it in the air, I hurriedly get into position. For some reason I feel like I have to marry Adam as soon as

  possible – before it’s too late.




  I take Cal and Loni’s arms and then the three of us begin to walk, with me leading us quickly – but carefully – towards Adam. I glance over my shoulder; I know I’m ready

  for my future now but I can’t quite shake the feeling that my past is hovering in the shadows somewhere, watching every single step I take.




  





  Chapter 4




  Adam won’t look at me. Everything I say seems so wretchedly, pathetically clichéd. I stand in the chapel waiting for him to speak. It feels like forever before he

  does.




  ‘I know you’re scared, but this doesn’t make any sense.’ He turns as if with renewed belief that he can change my mind. ‘We’re meant to be together, Bea, you

  know we are! Hey, do you remember the night when we first met?’ he says hurriedly, running his hand through his head of thick hair and holding it there. ‘We were sitting outside the

  Greenwich Tavern, it was about 10 p.m., the sky had turned this amazing colour of purple and we were telling each other about our exes and how we’d never be crazy enough to fall in love again

  . . .’




  ‘When “Crazy” by Cee Lo Green started playing through the speakers . . .’ I finish softly. I close my eyes, taken back to that moment again. It had felt like a sign: a

  split second when time had tipped, changing the course of our lives. We’d looked at each other, Adam and I, and we’d known that we were crazy enough to do just that. Fall in

  love. I shake my head. Adam’s still talking, still reliving the happy moment for me, but I put my hand up.




  I want to tell him what I can’t seem to articulate: that I’m not worthy of him. I couldn’t live with myself if I were to go through with this, that I’m hurting him now to

  save him future heartbreak and disappointment when he finds out the truth about me.




  ‘I’m so sorry, Adam.’ I stifle a cry with my hand, drop my bouquet on the floor and then I stagger past him blindly into the nave where the hushed guests are still waiting.

  They know something is wrong; they’re staring at me like I’m some sort of alien. I pause for a moment in the centre of the aisle. Maybe I am crazy? Maybe I always have been. And with

  that thought I bow my head and begin to run, ripping off my veil as I push through the doors and head down the path towards the white vintage Rolls-Royce that has just magically appeared in front

  of the church.




  The driver looks over his shoulder inquisitively as I get in. He clearly was not expecting me so soon.




  I glance out of the window and see that Adam is standing in the arch of the church doorway. His left hand is lifted above his eyebrows, shading his eyes from the sun. He looks like a movie star

  in his morning suit. I imagine for a moment that I’m next to him, holding his hand, and that we are both wearing wedding rings. The image is so clear in my mind that when I close my eyes

  it’s like I am stepping into it. Adam and I are laughing as we kiss surrounded by a horseshoe of our friends and family. They throw rose petals over us until all I can see is a white floral

  mist. I open my eyes and the image of us is gone as quickly as it came.




  ‘Please, just go,’ I beg, and the driver shrugs, starts up the engine and pulls away.




  





  Chapter 5




  ‘You may now kiss the bride!’ An eruption of cheers and applause explodes through the church. Adam and I laugh into each other’s lips as we kiss before

  turning to walk hand-in-hand back down the aisle. I feel at once like I’m walking on air but I also still have this horrible sense of déjà vu. I have an urge to run down the

  aisle as fast as I can, but I force myself to walk nice and slowly; to savour this moment.




  I glance round and see Loni walking down the aisle behind us, waving like a celebrity and leaning against Cal who is standing tall despite her weight, the twins entwined around his legs and

  Lucy’s arm wrapped round his waist. Then I look back at Adam, my handsome, strong, kind, easy-going husband, and I dismiss any further thoughts of my absent dad. I feel like the missing piece

  in our family has been replaced by something better. Someone better. I nestle my head in Adam’s shoulder, beaming as we continue up the aisle. Adam is shaking hands with everyone he

  passes and I find I’m recognising more and more people now. There’s the gang from Eagle Recruitment, the temp agency I’ve been signed to for seven years. I spot Tim towering over

  all the others and ignoring us completely as he tries to make eyes at the female guests. Nick, my boss and good friend, is smiling sardonically and looking like he’d prefer to be anywhere but

  here. Glenda’s here too, my lovely Welsh ‘work mum’. She waves at me delightedly and throws up her hat and yells, ‘We love you, Bea!’ and Jeeves – another

  colleague – shouts ‘Hear, hear!’ and waves a pink handkerchief.




  I squeeze Adam’s hand and he smiles at me and then we are outside in the fresh air, holding hands, rings glinting in the sunshine as the guests flood out of the doors like champagne

  fizzing out of a bottle and surround us in a crescent. They throw rose petals over us as we kiss in front of a hundred flashing cameras. I laugh shyly into Adam’s shoulder as everyone claps

  and cheers, but when I look up again at the crowd the only person I see is Kieran Blake.




  I stare at him in horror, the black smudge in my memory dissipating as I suddenly remember spotting him standing nonchalantly in the congregation as if he hadn’t disappeared for eight

  years.




  Eight years. Not one, like he promised.




  He had stared at me imploringly as I froze in the aisle, those green eyes telling me everything I once dreamed he would come back and say.




  I still love you. No one will ever know you like I do. No one has our connection. No one ever will.




  I’d tried to look away, to carry on walking towards Adam, but I’d felt myself pulled back to Kieran with every step. The moment I’d waited so long for had finally come, but at

  entirely the wrong time. And then I’d fallen and when I came to – I had forgotten it had happened. Blotted out the memory. Like I’ve been trying to do for years: erase the memory

  of everything that happened that summer.




  I wish I could black him out again now. He’s not welcome here, not now, not today. Not when I’ve finally got myself together. But he doesn’t go. Instead, he’s throwing

  petals like they’re flowers on a grave instead of confetti.




  I waited for you, I try to tell him with my eyes. I waited but you didn’t come. And now it’s too late. I’ve made my decision.




  I turn to look at Adam who lifts me up in his arms and kisses me, and as I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him fervently back I’m so very thankful that we are married.




  Bea Bishop is gone; my new life as Mrs Bea Hudson has begun.




  ‘Are you happy?’ Adam murmurs and I nod, but the truth is the main emotion I’m feeling is relief. I’m so lucky to have Adam: the only man who has never left me. The One

  that didn’t run away.




  ‘It’s all about us now, you, me, our future.’ I glance back to where Kieran was standing seconds before and at the space next to Loni where my dad should have been. ‘I

  don’t need anyone other than you, Adam,’ I add ardently. ‘Not any more.’




  He kisses me again and I try to melt into the moment. But out of the corner of my eye I can see the silhouette of a figure walking away from the church, towards Holkham Hall, and – if I

  know Kieran – towards the stretch of beach beyond. I cling on to Adam like he’s the shore. And I tell myself that I am sure. About him.




  For the first time in my life I am certain I have made the right decision.




  





  Chapter 6




  My car whips quickly through the Holkham estate, past the lake and down the oak-lined Lady Anne’s Drive, and I realise with grim irony that my driver is whistling what

  appears to be the Wedding March.




  Maybe it’s in his contract to do this when he drives a newly married couple away. And judging by the nervous glances he’s throwing me in his rear-view mirror he hasn’t worked

  out what tune to replace it with when ferrying a runaway bride. I think about making some suggestions: Paul Simon’s ‘50 Ways To Leave Your Lover’ would work, as would

  ‘Another One Bites The Dust’.




  As we pull up alongside The Victoria, the boutique hotel where I stayed last night and where Adam and I were meant to spend our first night as a married couple, I lean forward and tell the

  driver to pull over in the beach car park across the road ahead.




  Holkham Bay is just visible through the trees. I need space to breathe, and there isn’t a better place than this unspoilt, expansive stretch of beach that, despite its enormity, I once

  knew like the back of my hand. I haven’t been back here for eight years. Not since Kieran left after that summer . . . I shake my head to try and dislodge him from my mind.




  I think of Loni’s shambolic home, and the garden I still think of as Dad’s. I blink and swallow. Another unwelcome memory. I feel like I’m being haunted by the men who have

  left me, which seems ironic given my recent actions. I think of Adam standing in the church doorway, watching me drive away.




  ‘You going to be all right, love?’ the chauffeur says, glancing at me as he turns the ignition off and I open the car door. ‘You’re not exactly dressed for a beach amble

  . . .’




  I glance down at my wedding dress. He’s right. But it’s too late now. I slip off my shoes and pick them up




  ‘I’ll be fine.’ I smile weakly.




  ‘Do you want me to wait here?’ he says gently.




  ‘It’s all right. I’ll be fine,’ I repeat. But my chin wobbles disobediently.




  He looks at me for a moment and in that one glance I can tell that he is a father himself.




  ‘Reckon I’ll just wait here a while anyway, love. Might as well enjoy the glorious view.’ He smiles kindly at me and I feel tears swell, threatening to fall.




  I walk away from the car and turn left through the pine trees and along a well-trodden track that I’ve taken many times with Loni and Cal. And Kieran, I think, but I push away those

  unwelcome memories again along with my tears.




  I step off the boardwalk and onto the beach, inhaling the sea air. As I stand there time seems to collapse and it’s like I can picture my twenty-two-year-old self, roaming the endless

  dunes, sobbing as I tried to accept that Kieran had really gone.




  I hitch up my dress now. The tide is in so there’s not much beach. I run across the sand, feeling the wind pierce my cheeks. Then I clamber up the dunes and gaze out at the glistening

  North Sea stretching out calmly and languorously before me. The sun’s golden rays are bouncing off the sand and throwing glitter over the ocean. I feel betrayed by the view. Where are the

  thrashing waves and pelting rain that would be a better backdrop to this moment?




  Have some respect, Mother Nature! I feel like yelling. At least give me a clap of thunder! An angry wave? A cloud? I’ll take some drizzle! Anything!




  But the bright spring sunshine just beams back teasingly and I notice how the sea lavender has created a misty purple halo around the angelic-looking bay. I remember how as a kid I used to bring my nature books down here with Dad so we could identify each

  type of bramble and scrubland plant by name. It was blissful, carefree. Then, as a teenager, I used to run along the coastline for miles, fuelled by fresh air and an urgent need to fill my head

  with something other than noise. And then there were the endless days and nights of that summer I spent here with Kieran and his twin brother, Elliot. Swimming, drinking, laughing, loving,

  living.




  For the first time in my life I was happy. I thought nothing could ever go wrong. How naïve I was.




  I sit down and absent-mindedly draw a ring in the sand with my finger and then brush it away with my palm.




  ‘I thought I’d find you here.’




  When I hear his voice I stiffen and my heart stops. I feel the oxygen flood from my body and my chest heave and swell with panic. It’s like I’m hyperventilating – thank God

  I’m already sitting down or I’d probably faint again. I glance over my shoulder and seeing him now has the same impact as it did at the church. He unbalances me; I’m instantly on

  terra un-firma. Unanchored. Untethered. I can already feel myself slipping helplessly back to my past.




  ‘Hi,’ Kieran says simply and his smile sends filtered sunshine into his mossy green eyes. The sun is shining directly behind him, circling him with an aura of light that makes him

  seem ethereal, angelic almost. He looks the same, despite the years that have passed. He looks like his brother.




  I gaze down at the sand, feeling my heart rise and dip like the boats on the distant horizon. I can’t let him see that he has unearthed me.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ I say evenly, trying to turn away from him. But once again the tight fishtail dress has rendered me incapable of movement. I’m like a mermaid

  thrashing helplessly at the water’s edge. When I look at him I feel like I’m both blinded by the beautiful summer we spent together and tainted by what tore us apart.




  ‘I know I shouldn’t be here,’ he says ruefully, ‘but I wanted to check you were OK. After all, I’m not averse to running away from things myself . . .’ He

  looks down and kicks his foot in the sand. He’s not dressed for a wedding, I notice. He’s wearing a T-shirt and jeans, leather bracelets adorn his wrist, a necklace with the letter E

  hangs around his neck.




  I remember us being on this same beach vowing to wear our promise rings as the waves crashed behind us and our hearts pounded against each other’s chests and the tears fell from our

  eyes.




  One year, he’d whispered into my mouth as I kissed him again and again, desperately clinging to him like a mollusc to a rock. One year and I’ll be back for you.




  Do you promise?




  I do.




  I blink and see the same silver ring on his finger, even now after all this time. The ring I saw when I was walking down the aisle. I’d worn mine on my right hand for a whole year until I

  moved to London, where eventually, reluctantly, at Milly’s persuasion, I buried it in a suitcase of memories. A month later I met Adam. I should be wearing his ring now. Would I be

  wearing it if Kieran hadn’t come back?




  I think of Adam standing in the church doorway, and imagine myself back there.




  What have I done?




  





  Chapter 7




  Bea Bishop has changed her name to Bea Hudson.


  Relationship status: ‘Married’.




  I look around at our guests covertly as I change my Facebook profile, my wedding ring glinting as I tap expertly away on my phone. I know straight after the wedding ceremony

  and during the formal wedding photos on the lawn is not a particularly appropriate moment to do this, but the guests are happily talking and laughing, milling around in front of the marquee like

  brightly coloured ballroom dancers, and in this moment, I have an overwhelming urge to let everyone I’ve ever met hear how perfect it all is and how happy I am. Maybe because now I remember

  how close I came to ending this day very differently. When I saw Kieran in the congregation I wanted to run out the church and far away but then I’d fallen and forgotten and I’m so

  glad. I’m safe now. I have Adam. I glance around to check that Kieran hasn’t returned, trying to quieten the pounding of my heart that seems intent on giving me away. Why was he

  there? What could he possibly hope to achieve by turning up after all this time – and at my wedding? When he was the one who left and didn’t come back? I want to know, but equally,

  I’m frustrated that I’m thinking about him. I’m married. When I made my vows I resolved to put him out of my mind, to focus on the here and now – but he remains stubbornly

  in my head.




  I walk across the lawn towards Adam, who is standing in front of the lake surrounded by a group of guests. My body is here but my brain is drowning in memories. I stop and hold on to a tree

  before I faint again. I’m trying to calm my breathing, to prevent the panic attack that I can feel rising up through my body. I look at the clear, tranquil water of the lake glimmering in the

  spring sunshine and try to remind myself that nothing has changed.




  Kieran’s gone and no one knows my secret. And hopefully no one ever will.




  ‘There she is! Come here, my beautiful, perfect wife!’ Adam calls, and waves.




  I pause, take a deep, calming breath and then I let go of the tree and with a smile on my face I walk slowly towards my husband, my wedding dress threatening to trip me up with every single

  step.




  I’m standing on the lawn sipping tea from a china cup in what I hope is an elegant, ladylike way, a string quartet playing behind me as I hold court with some distant

  family of Adam’s.




  ‘Yes I am very lucky, yes of course I know what a catch he is! Why did it take me so long to say yes? Er . . . well, you know a girl has to be a hundred per cent sure these days, ha

  ha!’ I can tell from their expressions this is the wrong answer. ‘No, seriously, the truth is it was just very hard to find a gap in Adam’s diary.’ They nod sagely at this.

  They understand how busy and important he is, his whole family does. ‘And,’ I continue, ‘I didn’t want a long engagement so I kept him hanging on until I knew we could marry

  as quickly as possible.’ I pause. ‘Couldn’t risk any other girl getting her hands on him!’




  They laugh along with me and I smile brightly before making my excuses and walking away. They’re happy that I’ve given them a funny but believable reason for my indecision that is

  far preferable to the truth: that I just wasn’t sure before.




  I’m gagging for a glass of champagne and a proper chat with someone who actually knows me. To be honest I’m still feeling embarrassed and shaken by what happened during the

  ceremony. Not just about falling over, but what – no, who – precipitated it.




  Despite the vast swarm of guests I’m surrounded by I suddenly feel incredibly alone. There is only one person I can talk to about what happened in the church.




  ‘Milly,’ I hiss as a goddess in gold glides past me, holding two glasses of champagne aloft. ‘You, me, in the Portaloo now!’




  ‘You saw who?’ Milly gasps and looks down at me in horror.




  I’m slumped on the toilet, skirts held aloft by Milly, white lace knickers down by my ankles, and clinging on to my champagne flute as I self-consciously try to empty my bladder (and my

  conscience) before my best mate.




  ‘Kieran Blake.’ I whisper his name quietly in case anyone else has come in.




  ‘Former breaker of your heart?’ Milly hisses.




  I nod.




  ‘The guy who swept you off your feet for a single summer and then nearly destroyed your life, leaving me and Loni to pick up the pieces? The one who watched his own brother die

  because of his own stupid recklessness and left you to carry the guilt?’ I close my eyes. ‘He was here? And that’s why you fell when you came down the aisle?’




  I nod again.




  She narrows her eyes. ‘So, how did you feel?’




  I look at her and then down at my feet guiltily. ‘Like I was drowning.’




  ‘Did you talk to him?’ She pauses briefly. ‘Well, did you?’




  I shake my head.




  ‘Good. You know that him being here doesn’t change anything, don’t you?’ she says urgently. ‘Except to prove what a selfish bastard he still is.’ She looks at

  me, as if waiting for me to echo her character assassination of him. But I can’t. What happened to Elliot wasn’t his fault.




  ‘Milly, you don’t know him, that isn’t fair—’




  She rolls her eyes as if she has heard this a million times before. Milly tends to make snap judgements. It’s partly to do with her job as a hedge fund manager that she operates entirely

  on gut instinct. And so far it has seen her become a partner at one of the biggest investment companies in the City, marry her perfect man and make brilliant decisions in all other aspects of her

  life including: The flat she bought eight years ago (a two-bedroom dump opposite Greenwich Park acquired in an auction without seeing – now worth nearly a million pounds). Her clothes –

  the woman has never got it wrong, ever. Her hairstyle – a chic, sharp bob that she had cut aged thirteen after seeing Pulp Fiction – and has never ever changed because she nailed

  her look right then (I mean, who manages that as a teenager?). So when she says she never liked Kieran and that she always knew he couldn’t be trusted even before he left me, I should listen.

  She was my saviour after that summer. She visited me throughout the year that I barely left Loni’s house, and when he didn’t come back when he said he would, she and Loni intervened and

  moved me up to London to live with her.




  I didn’t really have a choice in the matter and that suited me. As far as I was concerned I didn’t deserve one any more.




  ‘You know how I feel about Kieran Blake,’ Milly says now. ‘He tried to ruin your life once and he didn’t succeed. I can’t believe he’s come back today of all

  days to do it again. Well, I hope he realises he’s too late . . .’




  I don’t reply.




  ‘Bea?’ Milly says, grasping my arms and looking into my eyes. ‘This doesn’t change anything, does it? Him being here? I mean, you know that you and Adam are

  perfect for each other, don’t you?’




  I think of how I felt after my fall, and when I said my vows, and I know she’s right. Kieran coming back hasn’t changed anything.




  ‘I do,’ I say for the second time today. And then again, more emphatically, ‘I do.’




  





  Chapter 8




  ‘I’ve waited for this moment for eight long years, Bea. Do you know, wherever I’ve been in the world, at any particular moment, when I close my eyes

  I’ve always been taken back to this beach, gazing at this view. With you . . .’




  I stare at Kieran and then shake my head, fighting a compulsion to laugh manically at his words even as a desperate sob rises up through my body. I want to throw my arms around him and tell him

  to fuck off at the same time. Clearly I’m having some sort of breakdown. And not just of the marriage kind.




  Instead I say nothing. I just lift some sand in my palm and watch as the grains slip through my fingers like time itself. I glance up at Kieran. He’s looking at me dreamily, like he too

  has one foot in the past and one in the present. He crouches down and tries to put his arm around me.




  ‘Kieran—’ I protest sharply, pulling away. ‘Don’t. Just, don’t. Have you forgotten—’




  ‘I’ve never forgotten you, Bea!’ Kieran says fiercely. ‘You should know that. How could I forget what we went through together?’ He reaches out his hand. I

  look at the ring on his finger and then at him and pull my arm away from his touch.




  ‘I was going to say have you forgotten about my wedding. You know, the one you just crashed? Funnily enough I don’t feel like reminiscing with you right now.’ I turn

  away from him, my pulse throbbing, heart pounding, hands shaking. I don’t want to look at him or be drawn into this conversation. But even though I have my back to him his image is still

  imprinted on my eyes. I can feel his presence in every one of my pores. It’s like he is insidiously making his way under my skin again and I’m unable to resist him.




  I can’t help it. I glance over my shoulder and study him defiantly, without restraint. He has undoubtedly grown into a strong, fit, capable, magnetic man. But then I blink and it is as if

  the sand-timer has suddenly been flipped and the years dissipate before my eyes like a sandcastle swallowed up by the incoming tide. His gym-honed body shrinks and becomes the lean surfing machine

  it was when he was in his early twenties, his cropped hair grows long over his eyes, the sunken lines around his mouth and forehead fade into nothingness. I know he is imagining me too as I was

  then: with longer, looser hair, less make-up, fewer frown lines. And without the wedding dress.




  ‘Why are you here, Kieran?’ I ask warily. Wearily. ‘Why now?’




  He waits for a moment before he answers. ‘It just felt like the right time, I guess.’




  I force a laugh. ‘Oh really? Right for who?’




  Kieran looks at me sorrowfully. ‘You’re angry at me.’




  ‘No, I’m angry at me.’ I exhale. ‘This is not the time, Kieran. Eight years ago was the time.’ I go to stand up but find I can’t in this stupid tight dress. I

  flail around for a moment like an upturned beetle before giving up.




  ‘Here, let me help you,’ Kieran smiles.




  ‘No, thank you.’ I slump back on the sand and fold my arms.




  Kieran sighs and turns his back to me. ‘Bea, I know you don’t want to hear this right now but I need you to understand something. No matter how far I travelled and how long I stayed

  away, you’ve always been with me. You, Elliot, that summer’ – he looks down – ‘that night. In many ways I feel like I never left. A big part of me has always been

  here, with you.’ He steps towards me as if taking my silence as acquiescence. Acceptance. ‘I’ve missed you so much, Bea . . . you’re the only one who understands me, who

  knows where I come from, who I am. You’re the only one who could ever understand what it’s like to lose someone you love . . .’ His voice cracks. ‘I still miss him, you

  know. Every day.’




  I close my eyes and instantly see an image of Elliot jumping gleefully off Cromer Pier. I hear his cry as he slipped and caught his head on the side. I see his lifeless body as Kieran dragged

  him out of the sea.




  He reaches out and offers me his hand and this time I find myself taking it. As I do I notice the tattoo of a star sign just visible on his wrist. Gemini. The twins. I run my finger over it for

  a second and he clutches my hand and then smiles sadly, his lips flicking up and then down in a quick movement like a cat’s tail. Instead of getting up I pull him down so he’s next to

  me.




  We sit in silence watching as a flock of Brent geese arc across the sky. It’s then that I allow the memories to come flooding back of that halcyon summer when we met. He was twenty-five, I

  was twenty-two. He and his twin brother Elliot had been to Norfolk many times before but had never stayed long enough to settle down. They were ex-foster kids whose foster parents had split up and

  then moved abroad, neither of them willing to go on looking after them. He told me that when they were in care, he and Elliot became wilder and wilder until their lives effectively evolved into an

  extended childhood game of chicken. When they turned eighteen and left the care home, they worked their way along the coast, finding jobs at campsites, in bars and restaurants, each encouraging the

  other to go for the next prohibited thrill.




  The very first time we slept together, Kieran told me he didn’t answer to anyone. He made his own decisions and always followed his heart and his instinct, wherever they took him. I

  remember exactly how he’d looked at me when he said that. ‘And now I know why they brought me here,’ he’d added, lowering his head and resting it on my chest as we fell

  asleep under the stars, entwined round each other’s bodies. We didn’t untangle ourselves for another four months. It was blissful. My summer of love. Until . . .




  I remember with a jolt what he’d said to me the day he left after Elliot’s funeral, on this very beach: I can’t do this. I’m sorry. I feel a sudden wave of remorse

  as I remember how Adam looked when I told him the very same thing earlier today.




  ‘What am I doing?’ I didn’t mean to but I realise I’ve said this aloud. Using his arm as a hoist I pull myself up to my feet before trying to run down the dunes, my feet

  sinking into the sand, grains flying up around me and into my eyes as I stagger awkwardly across the beach. Kieran’s empty words from all those years ago are still echoing in my head. I

  just need some time. You’ll wait for me though, won’t you? I need to know you’ll wait . . .
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