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1

Kathleen

It was the cup of milk that saved her. That and the salty bacon she’d fried for her supper many hours earlier, which had left her mouth dry.

If she hadn’t been thirsty—if she’d still been upstairs, sleeping on the ridiculously expensive mattress that had been her eightieth birthday gift to herself—she wouldn’t have been alerted to danger.

As it was, she’d been standing in front of the fridge, the milk carton in one hand and the cup in the other, when she’d heard a loud thump. The noise was out of place here in the leafy darkness of the English countryside, where the only sounds should have been the hoot of an owl and the occasional bleat of a sheep.

She put the glass down and turned her head, trying to locate the sound. The back door. Had she forgotten to lock it again?

The moon sent a ghostly gleam across the kitchen and she was grateful she hadn’t felt the need to turn the light on. That gave her some advantage, surely?

She put the milk back and closed the fridge door quietly, sure now that she was not alone in the house.

Moments earlier she’d been asleep. Not deeply asleep—that rarely happened these days—but drifting along on a tide of dreams. If someone had told her younger self that she’d still be dreaming and enjoying her adventures when she was eighty she would have been less afraid of aging. And it was impossible to forget that she was aging.

People said she was wonderful for her age, but most of the time she didn’t feel wonderful. The answers to her beloved crosswords floated just out of range. Names and faces refused to align at the right moment. She struggled to remember what she’d done the day before, although if she took herself back twenty years or more her mind was clear. And then there were the physical changes—her eyesight and hearing were still good, thankfully, but her joints hurt and her bones ached. Bending to feed the cat was a challenge. Climbing the stairs required more effort than she would have liked and was always undertaken with one hand on the rail just in case.

She’d never been the sort to live in a just in case sort of way.

Her daughter, Liza, wanted her to wear an alarm. One of those medical alert systems, with a button you could press in an emergency, but Kathleen refused. In her youth she’d traveled the world, before it was remotely fashionable to do so. She’d sacrificed safety for adventure without a second thought. Most days now she felt like a different person.

Losing friends didn’t help. One by one they fell by the wayside, taking with them shared memories of the past. A small part of her vanished with each loss. It had taken decades for her to understand that loneliness wasn’t a lack of people in your life, but a lack of people who knew and understood you.

She fought fiercely to retain some version of her old self—which was why she’d resisted Liza’s pleas that she remove the rug from the living room floor, stop using a step ladder to retrieve books from the highest shelves and leave a light on at night. Each compromise was another layer shaved from her independence, and losing her independence was her biggest fear.

Kathleen had always been the rebel in the family, and she was still the rebel—although she wasn’t sure that rebels were supposed to have shaking hands and a pounding heart.

She heard the sound of heavy footsteps. Someone was searching the house. For what, exactly? What treasures did they hope to find? And why weren’t they trying to at least disguise their presence?

Having resolutely ignored all suggestions that she might be vulnerable, she was now forced to acknowledge the possibility. Perhaps she shouldn’t have been so stubborn. How long would it have taken from pressing the alert button to the cavalry arriving?

In reality, the cavalry was Finn Cool, who lived three fields away. Finn was a musician, and he’d bought the property precisely because there were no immediate neighbors. His antics caused mutterings in the village. He had rowdy parties late into the night, attended by glamorous people from London who terrorized the locals by driving their flashy sports cars too fast down the narrow lanes. Someone had started a petition in the post office to ban the parties. There had been talk of drugs, and half-naked women, and it had all sounded like so much fun that Kathleen had been tempted to invite herself over. Rather that than a dull women’s group, where you were expected to bake and knit and swap recipes for banana bread.

Finn would be of no use to her in this moment of crisis. In all probability he’d either be in his studio, wearing headphones, or he’d be drunk. Either way, he wasn’t going to hear a cry for help.

Calling the police would mean walking through the kitchen and across the hall to the living room, where the phone was kept and she didn’t want to reveal her presence. Her family had bought her a mobile phone, but it was still in its box, unused. Her adventurous spirit didn’t extend to technology. She didn’t like the idea of a nameless faceless person tracking her every move.

There was another thump, louder this time, and Kathleen pressed her hand to her chest. She could feel the rapid pounding of her heart. At least it was still working. She should probably be grateful for that.

When she’d complained about wanting a little more adventure, this wasn’t what she’d had in mind. What could she do? She had no button to press, no phone with which to call for help, so she was going to have to handle this herself.

She could already hear Liza’s voice in her head: Mum, I warned you!

If she survived, she’d never hear the last of it.

Fear was replaced by anger. Because of this intruder she’d be branded Old and Vulnerable and forced to spend the rest of her days in a single room with minders who would cut up her food, speak in overly loud voices and help her to the bathroom. Life as she knew it would be over.

That was not going to happen.

She’d rather die at the hands of an intruder. At least her obituary would be interesting.

Better still, she would stay alive and prove herself capable of independent living.

She glanced quickly around the kitchen for a suitable weapon and spied the heavy black skillet she’d used to fry the bacon earlier.

She lifted it silently, gripping the handle tightly as she walked to the door that led from the kitchen to the hall. The tiles were cool under her feet—which, fortunately, were bare. No sound. Nothing to give her away. She had the advantage.

She could do this. Hadn’t she once fought off a mugger in the backstreets of Paris? True, she’d been a great deal younger then, but this time she had the advantage of surprise.

How many of them were there?

More than one would give her trouble.

Was it a professional job? Surely no professional would be this loud and clumsy. If it was kids hoping to steal her TV, they were in for a disappointment. Her grandchildren had been trying to persuade her to buy a “smart” TV, but why would she need such a thing? She was perfectly happy with the IQ of her current machine, thank you very much. Technology already made her feel foolish most of the time. She didn’t need it to be any smarter than it already was.

Perhaps they wouldn’t come into the kitchen. She could stay hidden away until they’d taken what they wanted and left.

They’d never know she was here.

They’d—

A floorboard squeaked close by. There wasn’t a crack or a creak in this house that she didn’t know. Someone was right outside the door.

Her knees turned liquid.

Oh Kathleen, Kathleen.

She closed both hands tightly round the handle of the skillet.

Why hadn’t she gone to self-defense classes instead of senior yoga? What use was the downward dog when what you needed was a guard dog?

A shadow moved into the room, and without allowing herself to think about what she was about to do she lifted the skillet and brought it down hard, the force of the blow driven by the weight of the object as much as her own strength. There was a thud and a vibration as it connected with his head.

“I’m so sorry—I mean—” Why was she apologizing? Ridiculous!

The man threw up an arm as he fell, a reflex action, and the movement sent the skillet back into Kathleen’s own head. Pain almost blinded her and she prepared herself to end her days right here, thus giving her daughter the opportunity to be right, when there was a loud thump and the man crumpled to the floor. There was a crack as his head hit the tiles.

Kathleen froze. Was that it, or was he suddenly going to spring to his feet and murder her?

No. Against all odds, she was still standing while her prowler lay inert at her feet. The smell of alcohol rose, and Kathleen wrinkled her nose.

Drunk.

Her heart was racing so fast she was worried that any moment now it might trip over itself and give up.

She held tightly to the skillet.

Did he have an accomplice?

She held her breath, braced for someone else to come racing through the door to investigate the noise, but there was only silence.

Gingerly she stepped toward the door and poked her head into the hall. It was empty.

It seemed the man had been alone.

Finally she risked a look at him.

He was lying still at her feet, big, bulky and dressed all in black. The mud on the edges of his trousers suggested he’d come across the fields at the back of the house. She couldn’t make out his features because he’d landed face-first, but blood oozed from a wound on his head and darkened her kitchen floor.

Feeling a little dizzy, Kathleen pressed her hand to her throbbing head.

What now? Was one supposed to administer first aid when one was the cause of the injury? Was that helpful or hypocritical? Or was he past first aid and every other type of aid?

She nudged his body with her bare foot, but there was no movement.

Had she killed him?

The enormity of it shook her.

If he was dead, then she was a murderer.

When Liza had expressed a desire to see her mother safely housed somewhere she could easily visit, presumably she hadn’t been thinking of prison.

Who was he? Did he have family? What had been his intention when he’d forcibly entered her home?

Kathleen put the skillet down and forced her shaky limbs to carry her to the living room. Something tickled her cheek. Blood. Hers.

She picked up the phone and for the first time in her life dialed the emergency services.

Underneath the panic and the shock there was something that felt a lot like pride. It was a relief to discover she wasn’t as weak and defenseless as everyone seemed to think.

When a woman answered, Kathleen spoke clearly and without hesitation.

“There’s a body in my kitchen,” she said. “I assume you’ll want to come and remove it.”
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Liza

“I told you! Didn’t I tell you? I knew this was going to happen.”

Liza slung her bag into the back of the car and slid into the driver’s seat. Her stomach churned. She’d missed lunch, too busy to eat. The school where she taught was approaching summer exam season and she’d been halfway through helping two students complete their art coursework when a nurse had called her from the hospital.

It was the call she’d dreaded.

She’d found someone to cover the rest of her classes and driven the short distance home with a racing heart and clammy hands. Her mother had been attacked in the early hours of the morning, and she was only hearing about it now? She was part frantic, part furious.

Her mother was so cavalier. According to the police she’d left the back door open. It wouldn’t have surprised Liza to learn she’d invited the man in and made him tea.

Knock me over the head, why don’t you?

Sean leaned in through the window. He’d come straight from a meeting and was wearing a blue shirt the same color as his eyes. “Is there time for me to change?”

“I packed a bag for you.”

“Thanks.” He undid another button. “Why don’t you let me drive?”

“I’ve got this.” Tension rose up inside her and mingled with the worry about her mother. “I’m anxious, that’s all. And frustrated. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve told her the house is too big, too isolated, that she should move into some sort of sheltered accommodation or residential care. But did she listen?”

Sean threw his jacket onto the back seat. “She’s independent. That’s a good thing, Liza.”

Was it? When did independence morph into irresponsibility?

“She left the back door open.”

“For the cat?”

“Who knows. I should have tried harder to persuade her to move.”

The truth was, she hadn’t really wanted her mother to move. Oakwood Cottage had played a central part in her life. The house was gorgeous, surrounded by acres of fields and farmland that stretched down to the sea. In the spring you could hear the bleating of new lambs, and in the summer the air was filled with blossom, birdsong and the faint sounds of the ocean.

It was hard to imagine her mother living anywhere else, even though the house was too large for one person and thoroughly impractical—particularly for someone who tended to believe that a leaking roof was a delightful feature of owning an older property and not something that needed fixing.

“You are not responsible for everything that happens to people, Liza.”

“I love her, Sean!”

“I know.” Sean settled himself in the passenger seat as if he had all the time in the world. Liza, who raced through life as if she was being chased by the police for a serious crime, found his relaxed demeanor and unshakeable calm occasionally maddening.

She thought about the magazine article folded into the bottom of her bag. “Eight Signs That Your Marriage Might Be in Trouble.”

She’d been flicking through the magazine in the dentist’s waiting room the week before and that feature had jumped out at her. She’d started to read it, searching for reassurance.

It wasn’t as if she and Sean argued. There was nothing specifically wrong. Just a vague discomfort inside her that reminded her constantly that the settled life she valued so much might not be as settled as she thought. That just as a million tiny things could pull a couple together, so a million tiny things could nudge them apart.

She’d read through the article, feeling sicker and sicker. By the time she’d reached the sixth sign she’d been so freaked out that she’d torn the pages from the magazine, coughing violently to cover the sound. It wasn’t done to steal magazines from waiting rooms.

And now those torn pages lay in her bag, a constant reminder that she was ignoring something deep and important. She knew it needed to be addressed, but she was afraid to touch the fabric of her marriage in case the whole thing fell apart—like her mother’s house.

Sean fastened his seat belt. “You shouldn’t blame yourself.”

She felt a moment of panic, and then realized he was talking about her mother. What sort of person was she that she could forget her injured mother so easily?

A person who was worried about her marriage.

“I should have tried harder to make her see sense,” she said.

They would have to sell the house—there was no doubt about that. Liza hoped it could wait until later in the summer. It was only a few weeks until school ended, and then the girls had various commitments until they all went on their annual family holiday to the South of France.

France.

A wave of calm flowed over her.

France would give her the time to take a closer look at her marriage. They’d both be relaxed, and away from the endless demands of daily life. She and Sean would be able to spend some time together that didn’t involve handling issues and problems. Until then, she was going to give herself permission to forget about the whole thing and focus on the immediate problem.

Her mother.

Oakwood Cottage.

Sadness ripped through her. Ridiculous though it was, the place still felt like home. She’d clung to that last remaining piece of her childhood, unable to imagine a time when she would no longer sit in the garden or stroll across the fields to the sea.

“Dad made me promise not to put her in a home,” she said.

“Which was unfair. No one can make promises about a future they can’t foresee. And you’re not ‘putting’ her anywhere.” Sean was ever reasonable. “She’s a human being—not a garden gnome. Also, there are plenty of good residential homes.”

“I know. I have a folder bulging with glossy brochures in the back seat of the car. They make them look so good I want to check in myself. Unfortunately, I doubt my mother will feel the same way.”

Sean was scrolling through emails on his phone. “In the end it’s her choice. It has nothing to do with us.”

“It has a lot to do with us. It’s not practical to go there every weekend, and even if they weren’t in the middle of exams the twins wouldn’t come with us without complaining. It’s in the middle of nowhere, Mum.”

“Which is why we’re leaving them this weekend.”

“And that terrifies me too. What if they have a party or something?”

“Why must you always imagine the worst? Treat them like responsible humans and they’ll behave like responsible humans.”

Was it really that simple? Or was Sean’s confidence based on misplaced optimism?

“I don’t like the friends Caitlin is mixing with right now. They’re not interested in studying and they spend their weekends hanging out in the shopping mall.”

He didn’t look up. “Isn’t that normal for teenage girls?”

“She’s changed since she met Jane. She answers back and she used to be so good-natured.”

“Hormones. She’ll grow out of it.”

Sean’s parenting style was “hands off”. He thought of it as being relaxed. Liza considered it abdication.

When the twins were little they’d played with each other. Then they’d started school and invited friends round to play. Liza had found them delightful. That had all changed when they’d moved to senior school and Alice and Caitlin had made friends with a different group of girls. They were a year older. Most of them were already driving and also, Liza was sure, drinking.

The fact that she might not like her daughters’ friends was a problem that hadn’t occurred to her until the past year.

She forced her attention back to the problem of her mother. “If you could fix the roof in the garden room this weekend, that would be great. We should have spent more time maintaining the place. I feel guilty that I haven’t done enough.”

Sean finally looked up. “What you feel guilty about,” he said, “is that you and your mother aren’t close. But that isn’t your fault, you know that.”

She did know that, but it was still uncomfortable hearing the truth spoken aloud. It was something she didn’t like to acknowledge. Not being close to her mother felt like a flaw. A grubby secret. Something she should apologize for.

She’d tried so hard, but her mother wasn’t an easy woman to get close to. Intensely private, Kathleen revealed little of her inner thoughts. She’d always been the same. Even when Liza’s father had died, Kathleen had focused on the practical. Any attempt to engage her mother in a conversation about feelings or emotions was rebuffed. There were days when Liza felt that she didn’t even truly know her mother. She knew what Kathleen did and how she spent her time, but she didn’t know how she felt about things. And that included her feelings for her daughter.

She couldn’t remember her mother ever telling her that she loved her.

Was her mother proud of her? Maybe, but she wasn’t sure about that either.

“I love her very much, but it’s true that I do wish she’d share more.” She clamped her teeth together, knowing that there were things she wasn’t sharing either. Was she turning into her mother? She should probably be admitting to Sean that she felt overloaded—as if the entire smooth running of their lives was her responsibility. And in a way it was. Sean had a busy architectural practice in London. When he wasn’t working he was using the gym, running in the park or playing golf with clients. Liza’s time outside work was spent sorting out the house and the twins.

Was this what marriage was? Once those early couple-focused years had passed, did it turn into this?

Eight signs that your marriage might be in trouble.

It was just a stupid article. She’d met Sean when she was a teenager and many happy years had followed. True, life felt as if it was nothing but jobs and responsibility right now, but that was part of being an adult, wasn’t it?

“I know you love your mother. That’s why we’re in the car on a Friday afternoon,” Sean said. “And we’ll make it through this current crisis the way we’ve made it through the others. One step at a time.”

But why does life always have to be a crisis?

She almost asked, but Sean had already moved on and was answering a call from a colleague.

Liza only half listened as he dealt with a string of problems. Since the practice had taken off it wasn’t unusual for Sean to be glued to his phone.

“Mmm…” he said. “But it’s about creating a simple crafted space… No, that won’t work… Yes, I’ll call them.”

When he eventually ended the call, she glanced at him. “What if the twins invite Jane over?”

“You can’t stop them seeing their friends.”

“It’s not their friends in general that worry me—only Jane. Did you know she smokes? I’m worried about drugs. Sean, are you listening? Stop doing your emails.”

“Sorry. But I wasn’t expecting to take this afternoon off and I have a lot going on right now.” Sean pressed Send and looked up. “What were you saying? Ah, smoking and drugs… Even if Jane does all that, it doesn’t mean Caitlin will.”

“She’s easily influenced. She badly wants to fit in.”

“And that’s common at her age. Plenty of other kids are the same. It will do the twins good to fend for themselves for a weekend.”

They wouldn’t exactly be fending for themselves. Liza had already filled the fridge with food. She’d removed all the alcohol from the kitchen cupboard, locked it in the garage and removed the key. But she knew that wouldn’t stop them buying more if they wanted to.

Her mind flew to all the possibilities. “What if they have a wild party?”

“It would make them normal. All teenagers have wild parties.”

“I didn’t.”

“I know. You were unusually well-behaved and innocent.” He put his phone away. “Until I met you and changed all that. Remember that day on the beach when you went for a walk? You were sixteen. I was with a crowd.”

“I remember.” They’d been the cool crowd, and she’d almost turned around when she saw them, but in the end she’d joined them.

“I put my hand up your dress.” He adjusted his seat to give himself more legroom. “I admit it—my technique needed work.”

Her first kiss.

She remembered it clearly. The excited fumbling. The forbidden nature of the encounter. Music in the background. The delicious thrill of anticipation.

She’d fallen crazily in love with Sean that summer. She’d known she was out of step with her peers, who’d been dancing their way through different relationships like butterflies seeking nectar. Liza had never wanted that. She’d never felt the need for romantic adventure. That meant uncertainty, and she’d already had more than enough of that in her life. All she’d wanted was Sean, with his wide shoulders, his easy smile and his calm nature.

She missed the simplicity of that time.

“Are you happy, Sean?” The words escaped before she could stop them.

“What sort of a question is that?” Finally she had his full attention. “The business is going brilliantly. The girls are doing well in school. Of course I’m happy. Aren’t you?”

The business. The girls.

Eight signs that your marriage might be in trouble.

“I feel—a little overwhelmed sometimes, that’s all.”

She tiptoed cautiously into territory she’d never entered before.

“That’s because you take everything so seriously. You worry about every small detail. About the twins. About your mother. You need to chill.”

His words slid under her skin like a blade. She’d used to love the fact that he was so calm, but now it felt like a criticism of her coping skills. Not only was she doing everything, but she was taking it all too seriously.

“You’re suggesting I need to ‘chill’ about the fact my eighty-year-old mother has been assaulted in her own home?”

“It sounded more like an accident than an assault, but I was talking generally. You worry about things that haven’t happened and you try and control every little thing. Most things turn out fine if you leave them alone.”

“They turn out fine because I anticipate problems before they happen.”

And anticipating things was exhausting—like trying to stay afloat when someone had tied weights to her legs.

For a wild moment she wondered what it would be like to be single. To have no one to worry about but herself.

No responsibility. Free time.

She yanked herself back from that thought.

Sean leaned his head back against the seat. “Let’s leave this discussion until we’re back home. Here we are, spending the weekend together by the sea. Let’s enjoy it. Everything is going to be fine.”

His ability to focus on the moment was a strength, but also a flaw that sometimes grated on her. He could live in the moment because she took care of all the other stuff.

He reached across to squeeze her leg and she thought about a time twenty years ago, when they’d had sex in the car, parking in a quiet country lane and steaming up the windows until neither of them had been able to see through the glass.

What had happened to that part of their lives? What had happened to spontaneity? To joy?

It seemed so long ago she could barely remember it.

These days her life was driven by worry and duty. She was being slowly crushed by the ever-increasing weight of responsibility.

“When did we last go away together?” she asked.

“We’re going away now.”

“This isn’t a minibreak, Sean. My mother needed stitches in her head. She has a mild concussion.”

She crawled through the heavy London traffic, her head throbbing at the thought of the drive ahead. Friday afternoon was the worst possible time to leave, but they’d had no choice.

When the twins were young they’d traveled at night. They’d arrive at Oakwood Cottage in the early hours of the morning and Sean would carry both children inside and deposit them into the twin beds in the attic room, tucking them under the quilts her mother had brought back from one of her many foreign trips.

“I really don’t want to do it, but I think it’s time to sell Oakwood Cottage. If she’s going into residential care, we can’t afford to keep it.”

Someone else would play hide-and-seek in the overgrown gardens, scramble into the dusty attic and fill the endless bookshelves. Someone else would sleep in her old bedroom, and enjoy the breathtaking views across fields to the sea.

Something tore inside her.

The fact that she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d had a relaxing weekend in Cornwall didn’t lessen the feeling of loss. If anything it intensified the emotion, because now she wished she’d taken greater advantage of the cottage. She’d assumed it would always be there…

Ever since her father had died, visits home had been associated with chores. Clearing the garden. Filling the freezer. Checking that her mother was coping with a house that was far too big for one person, especially when that person was advanced in years and had no interest in home maintenance.

She’d thought that the death of her father might bring her closer to her mother, but that hadn’t happened.

Grief sliced through her, making her catch her breath. It had been five years, and she still missed her dad every day.

“I can’t see your mother selling it,” Sean said, “and I think it’s important not to overreact. This accident wasn’t of her own making. She was managing perfectly well before this.”

“Was she, though? Apart from the fact she did leave the door open, I don’t think she eats properly. Supper is a bowl of cereal. Or bacon. She eats too much bacon.”

“Is there such a thing as too much bacon?” Sean caught her eye and gave a sheepish smile. “I’m kidding. You’re right. Bacon is bad. Although at your mother’s age one has to wonder if it really matters.”

“If she gives up bacon maybe she’ll live to be ninety.”

“But would she enjoy those miserable, bacon-free extra years?”

“Can you be serious?”

“I am serious. It’s about quality of life, not just quantity. You try and keep every bad thing at bay but doing that also keeps out the good stuff. Maybe she could stay in the house and we could find someone local to look in on her.”

“She’s terrible at taking help from anyone. You know how independent she is.” Liza hit the brakes as the car in front of her stopped, the seat belt locking hard against her body. Her eyes pricked with tiredness and her head pounded. She hadn’t slept well the night before, worrying about Caitlin and her friendship issues. “Do you think I should have locked our bedroom?”

“Why? If someone breaks into our house they’ll simply kick the doors down if they’re locked. Makes more mess.”

“I wasn’t thinking of burglars. I was thinking about the twins.”

“Why would the twins go into our bedroom? They have perfectly good rooms of their own.”

What did it say about her that she didn’t entirely trust her own children? They’d been suitably horrified when they’d discovered that their elderly grandmother had been assaulted, but had flat-out resisted her attempts to persuade them to come too.

“There’s nothing to do at Granny’s,” Alice had said, exchanging looks with her sister.

“Besides, we have work to do.” Caitlin had gestured to a stack of textbooks. “History exam on Monday. I’ll be studying. Probably won’t even have time to order in pizza.”

It had been a reasonable response. So why did Liza feel nervous?

She’d do a video call later so that she could see what was going on in the background.

The traffic finally cleared, and they headed west to Cornwall.

By the time they turned into the country lane that led to her mother’s house it was late afternoon, and the sun sent a rosy glow over the fields and hedges.

She was allowing herself a rare moment of appreciating the scenery when a bright red sports car sped round the bend, causing her almost to swerve into a ditch.

“For—” She leaned on her horn and caught a brief glimpse of a pair of laughing blue eyes as the car roared past. “Did you see that?”

“Yes. Stunning car. V-8 engine.” Sean turned his head, almost drooling, but the car was long gone.

“He almost killed us!”

“Well, he didn’t. So that’s good.”

“It was that wretched rock star who moved here last year.”

“Ah yes. I read an article in one of the Sunday papers about his six sports cars.”

“I was about to say I don’t understand why one man would need six cars, but if he drives like that then I suppose that’s the explanation right there. He probably gets through one a day.”

Liza turned the wheel and Sean winced as branches scraped the paintwork.

“You’re a bit close on my side, Liza.”

“It was the hedge or a head-on collision.” She was shaken by what had been a close shave, her emotions heightened by her brief glimpse of Finn Cool. “He laughed—did you see that? He actually smiled as he passed us. Would he have been laughing if he’d had to haul my mangled body out of the twisted wreckage of this car?”

“He seemed like a pretty skilled driver.”

“It wasn’t his skill that saved us. It was me driving into the hedge. It isn’t safe to drive like that down these roads.”

Liza breathed out slowly and drove cautiously down the lane, half expecting another irresponsible rock star to come zooming around the corner. She reached her mother’s house without further mishap, her pulse rate slowing as she pulled into the drive.

Aubretia clung to the low wall that bordered the property, and lobelia and geraniums in bright shades of purple and pink tumbled from baskets hung next to the front door. Although her mother neglected the house, she loved the garden and spent hours in the sunshine, tending her plants.

“This place is a gem. She’d make a fortune if she ever did decide to sell it, leaking roof or not. Do you think she will have made her chocolate cake?” Sean was ever hopeful.

“You mean before or after she tackled an intruder?”

Liza parked in front of the house. She probably should have baked a cake, but she’d decided that getting on the road as soon as possible was the priority.

“Can you call the kids?”

“Why?” Sean uncoiled himself from the front of the car and stretched. “We only left them four hours ago.”

“I want to check on them.”

He unloaded their luggage. “Take a breath, will you? I haven’t seen you like this before. You’re amazing, Liza. A real coper. I know you’re shaken up by what’s happened, but we’ll get through this.”

She felt like a piece of elastic stretched to its limits. She was coping because if she didn’t what would happen to them? She knew, even if her family didn’t, that they wouldn’t be able to manage without her. The twins would die of malnutrition or lie buried under their own mess because they were incapable of putting away a single thing they owned or cooking anything other than pizza. The laundry would stay unwashed, the cupboards would be bare. Caitlin would yell, Has anyone seen my blue strap top? and no one would answer because no one would know.

The front door opened and all thought of the twins left her mind because there was her mother, her palm pressed hard against the door frame for support. There was a bandage wrapped around the top of her head, and Liza felt her stomach drop to her feet. She’d always considered her mother to be invincible, and here she was looking frail, tired and all too human. For all their differences—and there were many—she loved her mother dearly.

“Mum!” She left Sean to handle the luggage and sprinted across the drive. “I’ve been worried! How are you feeling? I can’t believe this happened. I’m so sorry.”

“Why? You’re not the one who broke into my house.”

As always, her mother was brisk and matter-of-fact, treating weakness like an annoying fly to be batted away. If she’d been frightened—and she must have been, surely?—then there was no way she would share that fact with Liza.

Still, it was a relief to see her in one piece and looking surprisingly good in the circumstances.

If there was one word that would accurately describe her mother it would be vivid. She reminded Liza of a hummingbird; delicate, brightly colored, always busy. Today she was wearing a long flowing dress in shades of blue and turquoise, with a darker blue wrap around her shoulders. Multiple bangles jangled on her wrists. Her mother’s unconventional, eclectic dress style had caused Liza many embarrassing moments as a child, and even now the cheerful colors of Kathleen’s outfit seemed to jar with the gravity of the situation. She looked ready to step onto a beach in Corfu.

Despite the lack of encouragement, Liza hugged her mother gently, horrified by how fragile she seemed. “You should have had an alarm, or a mobile phone in your pocket.”

Instinctively she checked her mother’s head, but there was nothing to be seen except the bandage and the beginnings of a bruise around her eye socket. Even though she’d tried to enliven her appearance with blusher, her skin was waxy and pale. Her hair was white and cropped short, which seemed to add to her air of fragility.

“Don’t fuss.” Kathleen eased away from her. “It wouldn’t have made a difference. By the time help arrived it would have been over. My old-fashioned landline proved perfectly effective.”

“But what if he’d knocked you unconscious? You wouldn’t have been able to call for help.”

“If I’d been unconscious I wouldn’t have been able to press a button either. The police happened to have a car in the area and arrived in minutes, which was comforting because the man recovered quickly and at that point I wasn’t sure what his intentions were. Charming policewoman, although she didn’t seem much older than the twins. Then an ambulance arrived, and the police took a statement from me. I half expected to be locked up for the night, but nothing so dramatic. Still, it was all rather exciting.”

“Exciting?” The remark was typical of her mother. “You could have been killed. He hit you.”

“No, I hit him—with the skillet I’d used for frying bacon earlier.” There was an equal mix of pride and satisfaction in her mother’s voice. “His arm flew up as he fell—reflex, I suppose—and he knocked it back into my head. That part was unfortunate, but it’s funny when you think that bacon may have saved my life. So no more nagging me about my blood pressure and cholesterol.”

“Mum—”

“If I’d cooked myself pasta I would have been using a different pan…nowhere near heavy enough. If I’d made a ham sandwich I would have had nothing to tackle him with except a crust of bread. I’ll be filling the fridge with bacon from now on.”

“Bacon can be a lifesaver—I’ve always said so.” Sean leaned in and kissed his mother-in-law gently on the cheek. “You’re a formidable adversary, Kathleen. Good to see you on your feet.”

Liza felt like the sole adult in the group. Was she the only one seeing the seriousness of this situation? It was like dealing with the twins.

“How can you joke about it?”

“I’m deadly serious. It’s good to know that I can now eat bacon with a clear conscience.” Kathleen gave her son-in-law an affectionate smile. “You really didn’t have to come charging down here on a Friday. I’m perfectly fine. You didn’t bring the girls?”

“Exams. Teenage stress and drama. You know how it is.” Sean hauled their luggage into the house. “Is the kettle on, Kathleen? I could murder a cup of tea.”

Did he really have to use the word murder? Liza kept picturing a different outcome. One where her mother was the one lying inert on the kitchen floor. She felt a little dizzy—and she wasn’t the one who had been hit over the head.

Of course she knew that people had their homes broken into. It was a fact. But knowing it was different from experiencing it.

She glanced uneasily toward the back door. “You left it open?”

“Apparently. And it was raining so hard he took shelter, poor man.”

“Poor man?”

“He’d had one too many and was most apologetic, both to me and the police. Admitted it was all his fault.”

Apologetic.

“You look pale.” Kathleen patted Liza on the shoulder. “You stress about small things. Come in, dear. That drive is murderous…you must be exhausted.”

Murderous. Murder.

“Could everyone stop using that word?”

Her mother raised her eyebrows. “It’s a figure of speech, nothing more.”

“Well, if we could find a different one I’d appreciate it.” Liza followed her into the hallway. “How are you feeling, Mum? Honestly? An intruder isn’t a small thing.”

“True. He was actually large. And the noise his head made when it hit the kitchen floor—awful. I never should have asked your father to lay those expensive Italian tiles. I’ve broken so many cups and plates on that damned surface. And now a man’s head. It took me forever to clean up the blood. It’s fortunate for all of us that he wasn’t badly hurt.”

Even now her mother wouldn’t share her true feelings. Her talk was all of bacon, broken plates and floor tiles. She seemed more concerned for the intruder than herself.

Liza felt exhausted. “You should have left the cleaning for me.”

“Nonsense. I’ve never been much of a housekeeper, but I can mop up blood. And I prefer not to eat my lunch in the middle of a crime scene, thank you.”

Her mother headed straight for the kitchen. Liza didn’t know whether to be relieved or exasperated that she was behaving as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. If anything, she seemed energized, and perhaps a touch triumphant, as if she’d achieved something of note.

“Where is the man now? What did the police say?”

“The man—his name is Lawrence, I believe—is doing very well, although I don’t envy the headache he’ll have after all that drink. I remember one night when I was in Paris celebrating—”

“Mum!”

“What? Oh—the police. They came back this morning and took a statement. A very pleasant man but not a tea lover, which always makes me a little suspicious.”

Liza wasn’t interested in his choice of beverage. “Are they charging him? Breaking and entering?”

“He didn’t break anything. He leaned against the door and it opened. And he apologized profusely, and made a full admission of guilt. He had impeccable manners.”

Liza fought the urge to put her head in her hands. “So will you have to go and give evidence or something?”

“I truly hope so. It would be exciting to have a day in court, but it seems unlikely I’ll be needed as he admitted everything and was so remorseful and apologetic. I thought my life would be considerably enlivened by an appearance in my own courtroom drama, but it seems I will have to content myself with the fictional variety.”

Her mother fussed around the stove, pouring boiling water into the large teapot she’d been using since Liza was a child. The tea would be Earl Grey. Her mother never drank anything else. It was as familiar as the house.

The kitchen, with its range cooker and large pine table, had always been her favorite room. Every evening after school Liza had done her homework at this same table, wanting to be close to her mother when she was at home.

Her mother had been one of the pioneers of the TV travel show, her spirited adventures around the world opening people’s eyes to the appeal of foreign holidays from the Italian Riviera to the Far East. The Summer Seekers had run for almost twenty years, it’s longevity due in no small part to her mother’s popularity. Every few weeks Kathleen would pack a suitcase and disappear on a trip to another faraway destination. Liza’s school friends had found it all impossibly glamorous. Liza had found it crushingly lonely. Her earliest memory was of being four years old and holding tight to her mother’s scarf to prevent her from leaving, almost throttling her in the process.

To ease the distress of Kathleen’s constant departures, her father had glued a large map of the world to Liza’s bedroom wall. Each time her mother had left on another trip, Liza and her father would put a pin in the map and research the place. They’d cut pictures from brochures and make scrapbooks. It had made her feel closer to her mother. And Liza’s room would be filled with various eclectic objects. A hand-carved giraffe from Africa. A rug from India.

And then Kathleen would return, her clothes wrinkled and covered in travel dust. She’d bring with her an energy that had made her seem like a stranger. Those first moments when she and Liza were reunited had always been uncomfortable and forced, but then the work clothes would be replaced by casual clothes, and Kathleen the traveler and TV star would become Kathleen the mother once again. Until the next time, when the map would be consulted and the planning would start.

Liza had once asked her father why her mother always had to go away, and he’d said, Your mother needs this.

Even at a young age Liza had wondered why her mother’s needs took precedence over everyone else’s, and she’d wondered what it was exactly that her mother did need, but she hadn’t felt able to ask. She’d noticed that her father drank more and smoked more when Kathleen was away. As a father, he had been practical, but economical in his parenting. He’d make sure that she was safe, but spent long days in his study or in the school where he was head of the English department.

She’d never understood her parents’ relationship and had never delved for answers. They seemed happy together and that was all that mattered.

Liza had thought about her mother exploring the desert in Tunisia on the back of a camel and wondered why she needed her world to be so large, and why it needed to exclude her family.

Was it those constant absences that had turned Liza into such a home lover? She’d chosen teaching as a career because the hours and holidays fitted with having a family. When her own children were young she’d stayed home, taking a break from her career. When they’d started school she’d matched her hours to theirs, taking pleasure and pride in the fact that she took them to school and met them at the end of the day. She’d been determined that her children wouldn’t have to endure the endless goodbyes that she’d had as a child. She’d prided herself on connecting with them, and encouraging conversations about feelings, although these days those conversations were less successful. You can’t possibly understand, Mum, as if Liza hadn’t once been young herself.

Still, no one could accuse her of not being attentive, another reason she was feeling uneasy right now.

Sean was chatting to her mother, the pair of them making tea together as if this was a regular visit.

Liza glanced around her, dealing with the dawning realization that clearing out this house would be a monumental task. Over the years her mother had filled it with memorabilia and souvenirs from her travels, from seashells to tribal masks. There were maps everywhere—on the walls and piled high in all the rooms. Her mother’s diaries and other writing filled two dozen large boxes in the small room she’d used as an office, and her photograph albums were crushed onto shelves in the living room.

When her father had died, five years before, Liza had suggested clearing a few of his things but her mother had refused. I want everything to stay as it is. A home should be an adventure. You never know what forgotten treasure you might stumble over.

Stumble over and break an ankle, Liza had thought in despair. It was an interesting way of reframing “mess”.

Before her mother could sell this place it would need to be cleared, and no doubt Liza would be the one to do it.

When was the right time to broach the subject? Not yet. They’d only just walked through the door. She needed to keep the conversation neutral.

“The garden is looking pretty.”

The French doors in the kitchen opened onto the patio, where the borders were filled with tumbling flowers. Pots filled with herbs crowded around the back door. Scented spikes of rosemary nestled alongside the variegated sage which her mother sprinkled over roast pork every Sunday—the only dish she ever produced with enthusiasm. The flagstone path was dappled by sunlight and led to the well-stocked vegetable patch, and then to a pond guarded by bulrushes. Beyond the garden were fields, and then the sea.

It was so tranquil and peaceful that for a moment Liza longed for a different life—one that didn’t involve rushing around, ticking off items from her endless to-do list. She just wanted to sit.

Her quiet fantasy of one day living near the sea had all but died. There had been a time early in their relationship when she and Sean had discussed it regularly, but then real life had squeezed out those youthful dreams. Living on the coast wasn’t practical. Sean’s work was based in London. So was hers. Although teaching was more flexible, of course.

Sean brought the food in from the car and Liza unpacked it into the fridge.

“I had a casserole in the freezer, so I brought that,” she said. “And some veg.”

“I’m capable of making food,” said her mother.

“Your idea of food is bacon and cereal. You’re not eating properly.” She filled a bowl with fresh fruit. “I assumed you weren’t set up for an invasion of people.”

“Can two people be an invasion?” Her mother’s tone was light, but she gripped the edge of the kitchen table and carefully lowered herself into a chair.

Liza was by her side in a moment. “Maybe I should take a look at your head.”

“No one else is touching my head, thank you. It already hurts quite enough. The young doctor who stitched me up warned me that it would leave a scar. As if I’m bothered by things like that at my age.”

Age.

Was this the moment to mention that it was time to consider a change?

Across the kitchen, Sean was pouring the tea.

Liza paused, nervous about disturbing the atmosphere.

She tried again to encourage a deeper conversation. “You must have been frightened.”

“I was more worried about Popeye. You know how he dislikes strangers. He must have escaped through the open door and I haven’t seen him since.”

Liza gave up. If her mother wanted to talk about the cat, then they’d talk about the cat. “He’s always been a bit of a wanderer.”

“That’s probably why we get on so well. We understand each other.”

Was it crazy to be jealous of a cat?

Her mother looked wistful and Liza resolved to do what she could to find Popeye. “If he’s not back by the morning we’ll search for him. And now I think you should have a lie-down.”

“At four in the afternoon? I’m not an invalid, Liza.” Kathleen put sugar in her tea—another unhealthy habit she refused to abandon. “I don’t want a fuss.”

“We’re not fussing. We’re here to look after you, and to—” To make you think about the future. Liza stopped.

“And to what? Persuade me to wear an emergency buzzer? I’m not doing it, Liza.”

“Mum—” She caught Sean’s warning glance but ignored it. Maybe the subject was best raised right now, so that they had the whole weekend to discuss details. “This has been a shock for all of us, and it’s time to face some difficult truths. Things need to change.”

Sean turned away with a shake of his head, but her mother was nodding.

“Things do have to change. Being hit over the head has brought me to my senses.”

Liza felt a rush of relief. Her mother was going to be reasonable. Turned out she wasn’t the only sensible person in the room.

“I’m pleased you feel that way,” she said. “I have brochures in the car, so all we have to do now is plan. And we have all weekend for that.”

“Brochures? You mean travel brochures?”

“For residential homes. We can—”

“Why would you bring those?”

“Because you can’t stay here any longer, Mum. You admitted things have to change.”

“They do. And I’m in the process of formulating a plan I will share with you when I’m sure of the details. But I won’t be going into a residential home. That isn’t what I want.”

Was her mother saying she wanted to come and live with them in London?

Liza swallowed and forced herself to ask the question. “What is it that you want?”

“Adventure.” Kathleen slapped her hand on the table, setting cups rattling. “I want another adventure. I was the original Summer Seeker and I miss those days terribly. Who knows how many summers I have left? I intend to make the most of this one.”

“But Mum—” Oh this was ridiculous. “You’re going to be eighty-one at the end of this year.”

Her mother sat up a little straighter and her eyes gleamed. “All the more reason not to waste another moment.”
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Kathleen

Kathleen woke with a pounding headache. For a moment as she drifted between sleep and wakefulness she thought she was back in Africa suffering from malaria. It had been a miserable experience, and not one she was in a hurry to relive.

Struggling awake she sat up, felt the bandage on her head and remembered everything.

The drunk man dressed in black.

The police.

Popeye missing.

Her head.

The headache wasn’t malaria, but a result of her self-inflicted injury. Which, thinking about it, was a great deal more exciting.

Since Brian died, it had felt as if someone had pressed Pause on her life. She’d been living here in her safe little world, moored in a harbor instead of heading boldly out to sea.

Liza didn’t want her in the harbor, she wanted her in dry dock. She wanted her safely shut away in a place where no harm could come to her.

Her daughter’s intentions were good, but the thought of selling the home she loved had brought Kathleen to the edge of panic. She’d been so horrified by the idea that she’d blurted out that wild statement about wanting adventure.

Liza’s expression of shock wasn’t something any of them were likely to forget in a hurry.

She’d obviously thought that the bang on the head had affected her mother’s thinking.

Mum? Are you sure you’re feeling all right? Are you dizzy? Do you know what day it is?

Yes, she knew what day it was. It was the day to make a few decisions.

She eased herself out of bed, ignoring the aches in her limbs, and took painkillers for her headache. From her bedroom window she could see the ocean in the distance and had a sudden yearning to be skimming the waves in a catamaran with salt air stinging her face. She’d once spent a month sailing the Mediterranean as part of a flotilla. She’d spent most of the time barefoot, her skin burnt from the hot sun, and her hair stiff from seawater. Most of all she remembered feeling alive and free.

She wanted to feel that way again. It wasn’t age dependent, surely?

Was Liza right? Was she being stubborn? Unrealistic? What did she expect at eighty years old? Did she really think she was going to dance barefoot across the sand and haul in a sail? Drink tequila in Mexico?

Those days were behind her, although she still had the memories and the evidence of the life she’d once lived.

The house was silent and she walked into the room that had been her study for all the years she’d lived here. The walls were lined with maps. Africa. Australia. The Middle East. America. The whole world was right there in front of her, tempting her.

How she missed exploring. She missed the bustle of the airport, the scents and sounds of a new country, the excitement of discovery. She missed sharing it with people. Go here, see this, do this. The Summer Seekers had been her baby. Her show.

What use was her experience to anyone now? She’d thought she might write a book about her travels, but it turned out that writing about it had been nowhere near as exciting as doing it. She’d scribbled a couple of chapters and then abandoned them, bored with sitting and drowning in a sea of nostalgia. She didn’t want to write, she wanted to do.

It had been eight years since she’d last traveled out of the country, a sedate trip to Vienna to celebrate their wedding anniversary. They’d eaten Sachertorte, richly chocolatey and unquestionably indulgent. Flavors had been one of the pleasures of exploring new countries. Flavors were memories for Kathleen. When she smelled spices, she was transported to the palm-fringed beaches of Goa. The soft sizzle of garlic in olive oil made her think of long, slow summers in Tuscany.

She’d always had a passion for adventure. For travel. She hadn’t paused long enough to let life settle on her.

She stood in front of the map of North America, marked with the historic Route 66.

That particular road trip had long been on her wish list. She would have taken the trip many years back were it not for the fact that it ended in California. California was a big place, of course, but still it was too uncomfortable.

Thinking about California made her think of the letters. She reached out to open the drawer in her desk, but then snatched her hand back.

It was far too late now. You couldn’t change history. All she could do was look at the maps and the photographs and dream.

She looked at the box files, bulging with maps and notes.

Selling this place wouldn’t just mean selling her home, it would mean leaving her past. Her house wasn’t stuffed full of meaningless objects, it was full of pieces of her life. Everything came with meaning and memory attached.

She locked the door of the study, and returned to the bedroom where she hid the key in a drawer.

That man breaking into her house had made her evaluate her life.

Yes, she was vulnerable, but so was every human being. Most didn’t realize it, of course. Most people believed they were in control of everything that happened to them and perhaps it took age and long experience to know that life could deliver blows you never could have deflected, not even with a skillet.

She’d never let fear stop her living. Instead she’d made the most of every moment, dealing with trouble as it came her way. If anything she’d been reckless.

She was no longer reckless, but nor was she ready to live out her days in a room with a call button.

A restless feeling stirred inside her. Excitement. Anticipation. A thirst for adventure. Lately it had been absent and it was reassuring to know she was still capable of feeling it. It gave her an energy and a drive that was much needed.

She walked to the bathroom and removed the bandage from her head. Enough of that.

She scrubbed at the dried blood and cleaned herself up as best she could, deciding that washing her hair probably wouldn’t be the wisest move right now. She tried not to look directly at her reflection. In her mind she was youthful, but the mirror mocked her attempts at self-deception.

Turning away, she dressed as quickly as her body would allow and walked down to the kitchen. She was disappointed to find no signs of Popeye. She was ridiculously fond of the cat, and not entirely because he expected very little of her.

She’d always been an early riser and she began the day with strong coffee. The sun was shining, so she carried her cup to the small marble-topped table she’d had shipped from Italy. The moment she stepped outside, her mood lifted.

It promised to be a perfect day, the air filled with the scent of flowers and a sweet chorus of birdsong.

This moment with her coffee was a brief respite before what she knew would be a difficult weekend. She excelled at some things, but parenting wasn’t one of them. She’d been forty when she’d married, and Liza had been born nine months later. Of all the adventures Kathleen had faced, nothing had frightened her more than the thought of being a mother and having someone emotionally dependent on her.

She didn’t fit the template that many used to measure parental performance. She’d missed almost every sports day, had never attended a ballet class and had treated parent teacher conferences as optional. She had read to her daughter, although she’d always favored travel books over fiction. She’d wanted her to understand how big the world was, and she took some credit for the fact that Liza had achieved top grades in geography. But it was also true that the first time Liza had put two words together it had been to say “Mummy gone.”

Kathleen had always struggled to balance her own needs with society’s expectations.

And now she found herself in that position again. Someone of her advanced years wasn’t supposed to have a sense of adventure.

What was she supposed to do? Sell her home and move into residential accommodation to please her daughter? Protect herself and not move from her chair until her heart gave up?

In the sixties she’d smoked marijuana and danced to rock and roll.

When had she become so careful?

She finished her coffee and bent down to tug up a weed growing between the paving slabs. The garden was her pride and joy, but keeping it tidy was an endless task. She could pay someone, but she didn’t like having strangers in her home. She wanted to be able to drink her morning coffee in her nightdress.

The sun was already hot and she lifted her face and soaked up its warmth. Sunshine always made her want to travel.

“Mum?” Liza’s voice came from the kitchen door. “You’re awake early. You couldn’t sleep?”

“I slept perfectly.” Kathleen decided not to mention the headache. “You?”

“Yes.”

Kathleen could see that was a lie. There were dark shadows under her daughter’s eyes and she looked exhausted. Poor Liza. She’d always been so serious, weighed down by her sense of responsibility and devoted to keeping everyone’s lives on what she considered to be a safe track.

Kathleen had occasionally lamented the fact that her daughter seemed not to have inherited even a sliver of her own adventurous spirit. When Liza was six years old, Kathleen had wondered if it was healthy for a child to be so biddable. She’d half hoped to see at least a tiny hint of rebellion in the teenage years, but Liza had remained steady and reliable, an adult before her time, vaguely reproachful of her mother’s slightly unconventional antics. She hadn’t died her hair pink, drunk herself into a stupor or, to the best of Kathleen’s knowledge, kissed an unsuitable boy. It seemed to her mother that Liza lived a life regrettably lacking in daring.

But there was no doubt that she was caring and selfless. More selfless than Kathleen had been.

Kathleen had told herself that by pursuing her own passions she was setting an example to her child but if anything her experiences had caused her daughter to become more careful not less.

And here she was causing her anxiety yet again.

Liza put her coffee down on the table. “You removed the bandage.”

“It was annoying me. And the wound will heal better exposed to the air.” Kathleen pressed her fingertips to her head. “They had to shave some of my hair. I look like something from a horror movie.”

Liza shook her head. “You look good. You always do.”

Kathleen felt guilty for wishing she could have had a few more moments alone with her coffee and the birds.

Her daughter had dropped everything to drive here through hideous Friday traffic. No mother could have a more attentive daughter.

“How are the girls doing?”

“I don’t know. It’s too early to call them. They never emerge until midmorning. It’s not the easiest age. I assume they’re alive, or I would have heard something.” Liza sat down opposite her mother and lifted her face to the sun. She was wearing navy linen trousers with a tailored white shirt, an outfit that would have taken her from the classroom to a parent-teacher conference. Her shoes had a small heel and her hair hung smooth and sleek to her shoulders. Everything about Liza was safe and controlled from her attitude to her dress to the way she lived her life.

“You worry too much about them. Things have a way of turning out fine if you leave them.”

“I prefer to take a more hands-on approach than you.” Liza colored. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

It was so unlike her careful daughter to be unguarded in her remarks that Kathleen took heart. There was spirit there, even if it was rarely permitted to see the light. If only she could encourage more of it.

“Never apologize for saying what’s on your mind. It’s true that I wasn’t a hands-on parent. I did leave you, frequently, although you were with your father. You were never unsafe. I could say that it was my job—and that would be true—but it’s also true that I needed to travel.”

“Why? What was missing at home?”

Kathleen wished her daughter had overslept. Of the conversational topics she avoided, emotions were right up there with religion and politics. She didn’t talk about her feelings, and she didn’t talk about the past. Liza knew that. There were some things better kept private. Kathleen had learned to protect herself and was far too old to change. “It was complicated. But it had everything to do with me, not you.”

Liza put her coffee down. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

“You think I was selfish. You think I’m selfish now by not agreeing to go into a residential home.”

“I’m worried, that’s all. I love you, Mum.”

Kathleen squirmed. Why did Liza say things like that?

“I know you do.” She saw something flicker in her daughter’s eyes. Disappointment? Resignation?

“I understand that it isn’t easy to leave somewhere you love, but I want you to be safe.”

“What if that isn’t what I want for myself?”

“You don’t want to be safe?” Liza gently brushed away a bee that was hovering around the table. “That’s the strangest thing I ever heard.”

“I’m saying that there are other things more important than safety.”

“Like what?”

How could she explain? “Happiness. Adventure. Excitement.”

“Surely tackling an intruder is more than enough adventure and excitement for a while?”

“That wasn’t an adventure, it was a wake-up call.”

“Exactly. It was a painful reminder that living in this house by yourself is impractical, but of course we’ll support whatever you want to do.” Liza sounded tired and Kathleen could see her mentally adding to her already-bulging to-do list. Keep an eye on mother.

There would be regular phone calls and twice-monthly visits and another worry to add to the many that already kept her daughter awake at night.

Kathleen wondered how to free her daughter of the crushing sense of responsibility she felt for those around her.

“I’m not your responsibility, Liza.”

“Mum—”

“I’m willing to live with the consequences of the decisions I make. I’ve always valued independence—you know that. I’m sure many people considered me selfish traveling the world when I had a young child at home, and maybe I was, but it was my job and I loved it. The Summer Seekers was part of me. Is it selfish to sometimes put your own needs first? I don’t think so. I was a mother, but not only a mother. A wife, but not only a wife. And of course, if I’d been a man, no one would have questioned it. The rules were always different for men, although I hope that’s changing now. Progress.”

“I don’t look at it the way you do. I’m part of a family.”

“Family can be your priority without you waiting on them hand and foot.” She expected her daughter to argue with her and defend the way she lived her life, but instead Liza slumped a little.

“I know. And I don’t know how it got to be this way. I think it’s because it’s simpler to do things myself because then they get done.”

“And if things don’t get done, what’s the worst that can happen?”

“I end up unraveling the mess, which is usually more work than if I’d done it in the first place.” Liza finished her coffee. “Let’s not have this conversation.”

Given that the conversation was starting to veer toward the personal, something Kathleen made a point of avoiding, she readily agreed. There was an awkward silence. “I hear Sean in the kitchen.”

“I’ll make breakfast.” They spoke at the same time and Liza stood up quickly, knocking the table and sending the remains of Kathleen’s coffee sloshing onto the table. She paused, seemed about to say something and then turned and walked back into the kitchen.

Kathleen stared after her for a moment feeling frustration and regret.

She’d thought that her travels would make her daughter more independent and in a way that had been the case. Liza had learned to cook and care for the home. She’d provided the cozy warmth that Kathleen hadn’t. What was lacking was emotional independence. Liza had become insecure and clingy when Kathleen had returned from her trips.

Was that why her daughter had married so young? Had she been seeking security?

Kathleen had taken the opposite approach. She hadn’t married until she was forty and even then it was on the third time of asking. She felt a strange pressure in her chest and realized it was grief. It had been five years since Brian had died, but still she missed him terribly.

She stood up, her bones aching. People who said that eighty was the new sixty had never been eighty. At her age only one thing was certain, and that was that nothing was going to get easier.

She waited for the stiffness to pass, and then joined them in the kitchen.

“Morning, Kathleen.” Sean pulled a face when he saw the ugly wound and the traces of blood in her hair. “That’s quite a wound. But I’m sure the other guy is worse. You’re an example to us all.”

“Sean!” Liza was exasperated. “Are you hungry? I’ll make breakfast.”

She opened the fridge and removed eggs, while Sean sat down and chatted about golf, fishing and the outrageous cost of property in London.

Liza moved quietly round the kitchen, laying the table and cooking.

Kathleen watched her daughter as she whisked eggs and expertly produced fluffy omelets which she sprinkled with fresh chives cut from Kathleen’s herb pots. Caring for people came naturally to her, but at some point she’d forgotten to include herself.

Sean picked up his fork. “My favorite comfort food.”

Liza made a fresh pot of coffee and put it in the center of the table, along with bowls of fresh berries and yogurt. “I brought you fresh oranges, Mum.”

“Delicious,” Kathleen said. “Let’s have fresh juice right now. Such a treat.”

Liza shook her head. “You should keep them.”

“Why? What use is an orange in a bowl? The bowl is decorative, but the orange isn’t.” Kathleen studied her daughter. “You need to squeeze every last drop of juice from it and enjoy it while you can. When it’s gone, it’s gone.”

“Is that supposed to be a metaphor? Life giving you lemons and all that?” But Liza squeezed juice and put the jug and glasses on the table.

“What’s the plan for the day?” Sean cleared his plate. “Shall we take a walk to the beach later?”

“This isn’t a minibreak.” Liza put two slices of toast in front of him. “We need to help Mum with the house.”

“I know, but in between helping, we can have some fun.” Sean spread butter on his toast. “Might see if the surfboard is still in the garage.”

Kathleen glanced up. “It is.”

Liza poked at her eggs, as if she was too tired to lift the fork to her mouth.

After breakfast, they all moved into the living room.

Sean looked a little lost. “Do you need me to mow the lawn or something? Call an estate agent? Give me orders.”

Kathleen breathed in sharply. “You will not be calling an estate agent. I’m not selling this place so please don’t waste your time trying to convince me.” Was this what it was going to be like from now on? Was every conversation with her family going to be them trying to persuade her to move, and her refusing? How dull and frustrating that would be for all of them. What was it going to take to get them to understand that she had no intention of selling? Didn’t they understand how she felt about this house?

She ignored the little voice inside her telling her that they couldn’t possibly know how she felt about the house because she’d never shared her feelings on the subject.

“Right.” Sean glanced at Liza who was dusting surfaces. “One option would be for you to stay here and we could arrange some help.”

“What help do I need? A bodyguard?”

Liza shook her head. “That man probably knew you were alone and vulnerable, Mum.”

“He was too drunk to know anything.”

Sean laughed. “I was going to suggest buying you a scary dog with an extra row of teeth, but nothing could be scarier than the sight of you brandishing a skillet in a nightdress. If the press got hold of the story, you’d be the headline.”

Liza clutched the cloth she was holding so tightly that the blood fled from her fingers. “She could have been killed, Sean.”

“But I wasn’t.” Kathleen was calm. “And if that had been the end of me—well, so be it. I will not sell this place. If you really want to do something useful, you can look for Popeye. He’s missing.”

“I’ll do that.” Sean stood, apparently grateful for something that gave him an excuse to leave the house.

“I’m going to spend the morning going through this room,” Liza said. “Clearing the bookshelves. They haven’t been touched in decades.”

Kathleen bristled. “I’d rather wrestle another intruder than throw out books.”

“But there has to be stuff here you’ll never read again.”

“Possibly. But if we throw it out we remove the option. And there is no reason to clear them. I’ve already told you—”

“You’re not selling the house. I know. But that doesn’t mean it’s not a good idea to occasionally have a clear out. We don’t have to rush any decisions.” Liza clearly wasn’t going to give up and Kathleen decided that the simplest solution was to allow her daughter to load a few things into boxes. It would give her a feeling of control, and Kathleen could always unload them again after she’d gone.

“In that case you can start on those shelves in the corner.”

The morning passed, bathed in tension rather than a companionable silence.

Occasionally Liza would hold up a book. “This one?”

“Keep it,” Kathleen would say, or “put it in the box.”

Sean returned, but with the news that Popeye was nowhere to be found. “He’s probably off exploring.”

Kathleen had never thought she’d find reason to envy her cat.

On the other hand if a one-eyed, three-legged cat could go exploring, why couldn’t she? There were no rules that demanded a person be in perfect condition in order to travel beyond one’s own walls.

Liza was sorting through photo albums, flicking through the pages. “There’s a lovely one here of you with Dad.” She put it to one side and picked up the next book. “This must be one of your earliest albums.” She turned a page and smiled. “Here’s your graduation photo. Look at your hair! Why haven’t I seen these before?”

“Because I tend to focus more on the present than the past.” It was Brian who had put the photos into albums. Brian who had turned their house into a home and their little trio into a family. Kathleen had taken thousands of photographs of her travels, but they were stored in boxes in her study.

“Who are these two?” Liza pointed and Kathleen walked across the room and looked over her shoulder.

Emotion lodged in her throat.

She should have destroyed the photo.

“Mum?”

“Mmm?”

“The two other people in the photo. Who are they?”

“Friends. We were all on the same course at college. The three of us were inseparable. That was taken in Oxford.”

“The guy is very good-looking. What was his name?”

“Adam.” Did her voice sound normal? “His name was Adam.”

“And the girl?”

“Ruth.” Her voice most definitely didn’t sound normal. “She was my roommate.” My closest friend.

“You’ve never mentioned her. What happened?” Liza turned the page. “Did you lose touch?”

“We—yes.” Kathleen’s legs suddenly turned wobbly and she sat down hard on the nearest chair. She thought about the letters, tied together and safely hidden in the back of one of her drawers. Unopened. “Not all friendships last.”

“And Adam? Did you stay in touch with him?”

“No.”

“But here you are again—the three of you. Do you know where Ruth is now?”

“Last time I heard she was living in California.” Kathleen felt a sudden pang.

She took the book from Liza. There was Ruth smiling at the camera, her hair falling long and loose over one shoulder. And there was Adam with those blue eyes and movie star looks.

She remembered the nights she and Ruth had lain on the banks of the river in Oxford and talked until dawn. Kathleen had been an only child and for a while, with Ruth, she’d tasted what life might have been like if she’d had a sister. There had been nothing she didn’t know about Ruth, and nothing Ruth didn’t know about her. She’d truly believed that nothing would ever get in the way of their friendship.

She placed her finger on the photograph, touching Ruth’s smile and remembering the sound of her laugh.

Brian had encouraged her to make a trip to California, but she’d refused.

She’d been cowardly.

Kathleen felt something stir inside her.

She looked up and there was Popeye, standing in the doorway of the living room, the angle of his head suggesting he was less than impressed by the number of people currently crowding his territory. He stalked across to Kathleen with a swish of his tail.

Kathleen put the album down and scooped up her cat who tolerated a few moments of affection before easing himself away from her grasp and heading into the kitchen.

Dear Popeye. If he could have an adventure, why couldn’t she? Instead of sitting here reliving things that had happened in the past, she should be living in the present.

Liza picked up the abandoned photo album. “I’m sorry if looking at these upset you.”

“They didn’t upset me. They made me think.” Kathleen felt stronger. “They made me realize it’s time to do something I should have done a long time ago.”

“You mean clear out the albums?”

“No.” Was courage one of those things that dwindled with age, along with memory and muscle tone? “Sit down, Liza.”

Liza joined her on the sofa without question, her brows meeting in an anxious frown. “Mum?”

“I’m lucky to have a daughter who cares about my welfare. Look at you, driving up here on the weekend to be with me when you have such a busy life of your own. I am grateful to you for all the research you’ve done on residential homes—” she looked at Liza “—but I won’t be needing the information yet.” Never, she thought, but she didn’t say that because she suspected she needed to give her daughter the idea that she might see sense at some point.

“Mum—”

“I know you’re acting out of love, but I’m in sound mind and capable of making my own decision on what’s best for me.”

Liza’s expression was one of pure frustration.

Stubborn. So like her father. Kathleen hadn’t been interested in marriage after everything that had happened. Fortunately for her, Brian had refused to accept that. If he hadn’t been so persistent and proposed three times, she would have missed out on the happy life she’d had. She never would have had Liza, who was now staring at her nervously, worried about her next move.

“You can’t stay here, Mum.”

“I don’t intend to, but nor do I intend to move into a home and wait patiently for death.”

“Not death, but—”

“I’m going to take a trip to California.” It was a big place. There was no likelihood that she would bump into someone she didn’t want to see.

“Cali—” Liza choked. “Are you kidding? That’s a twelve-hour flight.”

“I won’t be flying all the way. I’m taking a road trip across America. Route 66.” The moment she said the words she felt her insides lurch with a mixture of excitement and trepidation. Was this bold or foolish?

It didn’t matter. She’d waited long enough. Too long. She wasn’t going to let the past stop her from doing something she’d always wanted to do.

But even without the emotional pressure, it was an ambitious trip. There were days when her bones ached so badly she could barely drag herself from her bed, and here she was blithely talking about driving two thousand four hundred miles—she hated thinking in kilometers—as if it was nothing more than a trip to the village.

Sean was the first to speak. “Exciting. How can we help?”

Dear boy.

Liza opened her mouth but Kathleen spoke first. “I’d appreciate a lift to the airport when I’ve made all the plans.” She almost asked for help booking her flight, but she knew she’d have to find the confidence to do that herself. Ridiculous that the thought of a flight booking scared her more than a road trip. She found it impossible to believe that pressing a button and inserting a credit card number was enough to ensure her a seat on a plane.

Liza finally found her voice. “Route 66? You can’t possibly be serious.”

“I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life. I’ve already done the research.” Kathleen thought about the box file under the desk in her study, bulging with maps and guidebooks.

“But why California? If you want sunshine, then come to the South of France with us. Or is it because you want to see Ruth after all these years?”

“I don’t know if Ruth is still there. She might have moved, or—” She might be dead. At their age, it was a distinct possibility. But this trip wasn’t about Ruth. Kathleen had no wish to see her, and she was sure Ruth would feel the same way.

The past could never be undone.

“I don’t want sunshine. I want adventure. And I’ve wanted to do Route 66 for a long time.”

“So why didn’t you do it?”

“It never seemed to be the right time.” Kathleen kept her reply purposefully vague. “But now it does.”

Liza appeared to be struggling for words. “You’re ignoring one very big problem.”

There were a million problems. It made her dizzy to think of them all, but she was determined to handle each and every one.

She’d beaned an intruder with a skillet. She was confident she could handle anything that came her way, even an uncomfortable set of memories.

“I have a passport, if that’s what you’re worried about. It’s right here in my bag.” She closed her fingers around the handle and pulled it a little closer.

Liza glanced from her mother to the bag. “You carry your passport with you?”

“Yes.”

“To the village shop? To the post office?”

“I have it on my person at all times.” Not that she’d traveled anywhere for years, but carrying her passport around made her think she might.

Liza looked aghast. “What if someone snatches your bag?”

“What will they do? Clone my identity? Frankly they’re welcome to it, providing I can have theirs and they don’t suffer from creaking bones.”

Her daughter shook her head. “You don’t just need a passport, Mum. You need a driving license. A road trip across America requires you to have a car and drive it. You don’t drive anymore.”

Kathleen sat up a little straighter. “Then I’ll need to find someone who does.”
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Martha

“Will you at least listen to me?”

“No.” Martha stalked up the path to the house, her bag of library books knocking against her legs. She couldn’t wait to lose herself in a fictional world, which was currently her only escape from the real world. Anxiety swarmed through her. “There is nothing you have to say that I want to hear.”

“I know it’s mostly my fault, but everyone makes mistakes, right?” Steven stumbled as he tried to keep up with her. “And you’ve got to admit you’ve let yourself go a bit. Although your bum does look good in those jeans.”

“I don’t want to see you again.” Martha elongated her body in order to look slimmer and hated herself for doing it. Her jeans were too tight. She should have bought new ones, but if there was one thing that was tighter than her jeans, it was money.

How had her life turned out like this? And how was she going to get out of this mess?

She was starting to dread leaving the house, and it wasn’t as if home was a sanctuary. Things were almost as bad inside as they were outside.

She wanted to run away, but you needed money to run away.

Steven stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Do you want to know your problem, Martha?”

“No.” She didn’t need help identifying her problems. She could list them easily, thanks to the people around her who never let her forget her shortcomings.

“You expect too much. People are human. We’re not all bloody perfect.”

She fumbled in her bag for her keys.

“Martha, are you even listening?”

“I’ve done all the listening I intend to do. Bye, Steven. Don’t call me.” Proud of her restraint, she slammed the front door and heard her mother call from the kitchen.

“Was that Steven? Invite him in. He could take a look at the pipe in the kitchen. We have a leak.”

Only her mother could put the state of the plumbing above her daughter’s happiness.

“Ask Dad to do it.”

There were many downsides of living with her parents at the age of twenty-four, but being trapped with people who didn’t understand you was the biggest one. Lack of privacy came a close second. There was no space to lick your wounds, or mope with your head under a pillow. No chance of seeking emotional comfort from the TV and a box of chocolates because someone would change the channel and eat half of whatever you were about to put in your mouth.

And there was no way of avoiding an inquisition.

“Your dad is out.” Her mother emerged from the kitchen, a cleaning cloth in her hand and a frown on her face. “And Steven is a plumber. He knows his way around a pipe.”

But very little else.

The last thing she wanted was a conversation with her mother, but their house was small and what she wanted didn’t figure much in anyone’s plans. “He’s gone.”

Her mother flicked her cloth over the mirror. “You’ve been very unforgiving. You should at least talk to him.”

“I’ve said all there is to say.”

“Oh Martha.” Her mother gave her a look of weary despair.

“What?” She did not need this. “What now?”

“He’s nice enough and handy around the house. You shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss someone in a steady job.”

“Settling for someone because they know how to fix a toilet is a pretty low bar. I’m hoping for more than that.”

“You are too fussy—that’s your problem. Real life isn’t like it is in those books you read, you know. I will never understand you, Martha.”

That went both ways.

When she was ten she’d actually asked her parents if she was adopted because she saw nothing of herself in either of them. She’d secretly dreamed of a lovely woman knocking on the door one day to claim her. But it had never happened.

Each time her mother criticized her it chipped another piece from Martha until she felt less and less like herself.

“It’s over.”

Her mother tensed. “All men have frailties. And urges. Sometimes it’s best to turn a blind eye. If you’d—”

“I don’t want to talk about that.”

“All I’m saying is that blame is never all on one side.”

“It is in this case.”

“Is it? You’ve put on a lot of weight since you lost your job. Too much sitting around moping. You might think that’s harsh, but I’m your mother and it’s my job to speak the truth.” Her mother scrubbed at a stubborn mark on the mirror. “At your age I could fit into the same clothes I wore when I was sixteen. Never put on an ounce of weight.”

Chip, chip, chip.

How did famous sculptors know exactly when to stop chiseling? At what point did they turn a masterpiece into a ruin?

“It’s kilograms now, Mum.”

“In your case, maybe. You’re beyond being measured in ounces, that’s for sure. You’re eating because you’re bored and unhappy, and that’s your own fault for giving everything up so easily. First college, and now Steven. You should have stuck it out and graduated like your sister instead of throwing it all away. At least then you’d stand a chance of finding a job. You’re paying the price for your bad decisions.”

Her mother, whose own life had been a disappointment, had hoped for more from her two daughters. She’d wanted to live vicariously through their business lunches, international travel or endless promotions. Martha’s older sister, Pippa, had gained favor by qualifying as a physiotherapist and securing a very glamorous job at a swanky private gym where a few famous names trained, thus giving her mother plenty to boast about over the garden fence.

Martha, unfortunately, had provided her with nothing but embarrassment.

“I didn’t graduate because I wanted to take care of Nanna.” And she missed her grandmother as much now as she had in the beginning. There was a corner of her heart that felt numb and lonely. “After she had her stroke I didn’t want to miss a single moment of being with her. I couldn’t concentrate on lectures or essays thinking of her all on her own. It didn’t seem important.”

“But now you’re realizing it was important.”

“Nothing is more important than the people you love.” She didn’t say family. Her family drove her to distraction. Whatever she did, she seemed unable to gain their approval. Her opinion seemed worth nothing. Her wishes even less. She wasn’t sure she would have given up her degree to care for any of them. But her grandmother—“I will never regret the time I spent with her.”

She’d always had a special relationship with her grandmother. When Martha was eight years old and bullied in school, she’d run away to her grandmother’s house. Her grandmother had held her and listened, something her mother never did. Her mother’s advice had been to “ignore them,” but that wasn’t so easy when they’d wrapped the strap of your school bag around your neck and were trying to hang you from a fence.

Martha had started going to her grandmother’s for tea every day after school. There had been comfort in the routine. The cheerful teapot covered in red cherries. The delicate cups that had belonged to her great-grandmother. But the biggest comfort came from being with someone who was interested in her. It was a routine that had continued until she’d left for college to study English literature.

She’d been starting her third and final year when her mother had called to tell her about her grandmother’s stroke. Martha had packed her things and returned home to care for her. How could she concentrate on Tolstoy or Hardy when her Nanna was sick? Her mother had been appalled, but Martha had ignored her disapproval and slept on the sofa in the living room. Her grandmother had made a surprisingly good recovery. She and Martha had played cards, discussed books and giggled over racy TV shows. They’d even managed to take short strolls in the garden. It had been precious time that Martha would never forget.

And then one night her grandmother had suffered another stroke and that had been it.

Numb with grief, Martha had ignored her mother’s advice that she should return to college and instead taken a job in a coffee shop a short walk from the house.

There was something comforting about making a good cappuccino, creating patterns in the foam. She could cope with it even when she was ambushed by sadness. She liked the fact that she often saw the same people every day. There was the woman with the laptop who made one coffee last all day while she wrote her novel, and the elderly man whose wife had died who could no longer stand being in the house on his own all day.

She’d enjoyed chatting to people and liked the fact that when she left the café she didn’t have to take her work with her.

But then the coffee shop had closed, along with many others, and suddenly what little work there was to be had was being chased by what seemed like thousands of people. She’d worked in the local animal shelter for six months before they’d run low on funds and had to stop paying her.

Her mother never missed an opportunity to remind her that she had no one to blame but herself. Her father, who liked a quiet life, chose to agree with her mother on every topic.

“If you hadn’t thrown everything in, you wouldn’t be in this situation now.”

“Being a graduate isn’t everything, you know. There are thousands of graduates who can’t get jobs.”

“Exactly. So why would an employer pick someone like you? You have to give yourself an edge, Martha, and you just don’t have that much going for you.”

She had no edges.

That sounded uncannily like the insult Steven had just thrown at her.

“I liked the job I had.”

“You can’t spend the rest of your life working in coffee shops or animal shelters. You should have studied for a profession like your sister, although you’re far too old now, even if you did go back to finish your degree.”

“I don’t want to go back to college. And I’m only twenty-four.”

“Ellen’s daughter is twenty-four and she has qualified as a doctor. She’s saving lives! And what are you doing with your day?”

“I’ve put in a hundred applications in the last four months, but there are thousands of people applying for every job. Most of the time people don’t even reply. It’s soul destroying.”

“All the more reason why you should have done a proper training like your sister, but you’ve missed that boat now.”

Martha had a mental image of a flotilla of boats floating into the distance. She badly wanted to be on one of them. Preferably sunbathing while someone poured her an iced drink.

“Thanks for making me feel better.”

“Well, if your own mother can’t tell you the truth, who can? But there’s no point in sitting around and moping about the bad decisions you made. You should go running with your sister.”

Running with her sister would be another bad decision. Not only would it mean leaving the house, which meant bumping into Steven, but Martha would lag behind, which was pretty much the story of her life. She’d always been ten steps behind her sister, and there was no chance of her forgetting that.

Martha knew she wasn’t as pretty as her sister. She wasn’t as thin as her sister. She didn’t make great choices like her sister.

She knew all the things she wasn’t but wasn’t sure what she was, apart from sturdy.

She made a great cappuccino and was good at talking, but that was more of a flaw than a skill. Martha would talk the hind leg off a donkey her mother would say, a statement accompanied by an exaggerated eye roll. If there was an award for who talked the most, Martha would win it.

She might not be as smart as her sister, but she knew enough to understand that living with people who made you feel worse about yourself wasn’t good for the soul. She needed a job and a little place of her own, but there was no chance of either in London.

After everything that had happened, she’d had no choice but to move back with her parents. She hoped they didn’t reach the point where they killed each other.

“Hi, Martha!” Pippa bounced down the stairs, hair swinging in a sleek ponytail. “How is Steven? Still behaving like a shit?”

She couldn’t even lose at love without her sister knowing.

Martha looked gloomily at the shiny ponytail. Pippa even won at hair.

“Pippa! Don’t you look a picture.” Their mother beamed. “Are you off to work? Treating anyone famous today?”

“Day off. I have a yoga class in thirty minutes. I need something to eat before I leave.” Pippa headed for the kitchen and Martha followed her.

She’d made cupcakes the day before using her grandmother’s favorite recipe, and there were still a couple left. She offered one to her sister who shook her head.

“No thanks. I’m making myself a green smoothie.”

Winning at the healthy diet too, Martha thought, watching as her sister dropped apple, spinach, cucumber and various other healthy ingredients into the blender and proceeded to whiz it together into an unappetizing-looking pale green liquid. If Martha had found a blob of it on the kitchen surface she would have covered it in antibacterial spray.

Her mother reappeared. “Don’t forget to clean the kitchen floor, Martha.”

Her life was so exciting she could hardly bear it.

She finished the cupcake and unlocked the back door. Across the fence she saw their elderly neighbor, Abigail Hartley, struggling to hang her sheets on the line. The edges were hanging perilously close to the ground.

“I’ll do that for you, Mrs. Hartley.” Martha sprinted round the side of the house and into the adjoining garden. “You shouldn’t be doing that with your arthritis.”

“You’re a kind girl, Martha.”

“It’s no trouble.” At least Abigail thanked her for helping with laundry. In her own house everyone took it for granted.

“I struggle to lift my arms above my head.”

“I know. It must be so hard for you.” Martha pegged the sheets securely. “I’ll come back later and bring them in so don’t worry about that.”

“You’re very flexible and strong.”

Flexible. Strong.

No one hung sheets like she did. She was winning at laundry.

Mrs. Hartley tried to push money into her hand and Martha was appalled that for a moment she was tempted to take it. Right now she couldn’t even afford to buy a new hair clip and every little bit helped.

No way. The rest of her family might not like her very much, but if she started taking money for helping friends and neighbors then she wouldn’t like herself either.

“I don’t need payment.” She almost said that it was a pleasure to do something for someone who appreciated the effort, but that would have felt disloyal. Family were family, even when they drove you to screaming pitch. “Happy to help.”

“Was that Steven I saw just now?”

“Yes. I can’t get him to leave me alone.” Martha checked that the sheets weren’t going to blow away.

“You’re upset.” Mrs. Hartley patted her arm. “Don’t worry. Plenty more fish in the sea.”

Martha had no interest in fishing.

Why did people commit to each other? She had no idea. She’d had years of experience of watching her parents together and frankly there was nothing about their relationship that inspired her. Her mum was always yelling at her dad, who had selective hearing. There wasn’t a lot of affection on display.

But what did she know about relationships?

Nothing it seemed.

“Mum wants me to be a high-flying career woman, but for that I’d need a career and right now that’s not looking good. There are more people than jobs.”

“But someone has to get the job. And that someone could be you. A girl like you can do anything she wants to do.”

Her grandmother would have said the same thing, and although it sounded great it did nothing to lift Martha’s spirits. “That’s kind of you, Mrs. Hartley, but not quite accurate.”

“You can’t wait around for a job to fall into your lap. You need to put yourself out there.” Mrs. Hartley stuck her chin forward. “What’s your dream?”

Her dream was to be happy and look forward to each day, but that was never going to happen while she was living with her parents. She needed to be independent. She needed to not feel like a failure. She needed to get Steven out of her life.

And all that needed one thing—

“My dream is to find a job.” She picked up the laundry basket. “Any job.”

“Nonsense!” Mrs. Hartley waggled her finger. “You need to find something you’re going to love.”

“What did you do?”

“I worked at Bletchley Park during the war with all the codebreakers. I can’t tell you more than that or I’d have to kill you and dispose of your body.” Mrs. Hartley gave an exaggerated wink. “It was all very secretive and in those days we didn’t gossip the way everyone does now.”

Martha tried to imagine her mother in Bletchley Park. There wouldn’t have been a secret the enemy didn’t know. “I bet you were a force to be reckoned with.”

“My husband used to say the same thing.”

“How long were you married, Mrs. Hartley?”

“Sixty years. And I would have chosen him again at any point during that time. Not that I didn’t want to occasionally kill him, but that’s normal of course.”

Martha hugged the empty basket. “You were lucky.”

“You’ve had a rough time, but everything will work itself out.” Mrs. Hartley patted her arm. “You’re a good listener and very cheerful.”

Not around her family. The cheer was sucked out of her.

“I’d better go. My dream job isn’t going to present itself unless I look for it.”

Martha walked back into the kitchen of her parents’ house and found her mother scowling into the fridge.

“There’s nothing much to eat. I’ll go to the shops, but you need to clean the kitchen floor.”

“Later. I’m busy.”

“Doing what?”

“Job hunting. Trying to find a boat I haven’t missed.” Hatching an escape plan. She’d reached the point where she’d do anything.

“I forgot—” Her mother pulled an envelope out of her pocket. “This came for you. I hid it from your father because I knew how upset he’d be if he saw it on the mat.”

Martha took the letter, hoping her mother didn’t notice her shaking hand. “Thanks.”

That was it then. All done. Finished.

No turning back now.

Sliding the letter into her pocket, Martha washed her hands, made herself a mug of tea and disappeared up to her bedroom.

She had the smallest room in the house, which meant she had room for a bed and not much else. There was a small recess where she hung her clothes, and a desk that folded away when she wasn’t using it.

The wall opposite her bed was covered in a map of the world. Sometimes she lay in bed at night, dreaming about all the places she was never going to visit.

She pulled the letter out of her pocket and stared at it for a moment. Then she ripped it open, feeling sick even though she already knew what it would say.

She read it and felt her eyes fill with tears.

Her mother was right. She made bad decisions. What had she achieved in her life?

She folded the letter carefully and stuffed it into her bag.

She was keeping it as a reminder to make better decisions in the future.

Next to her on the bed her phone buzzed. Steven.

She rejected the call.

The summer stretched ahead like a long, gloomy road. She checked her social media and saw that one of her friends was now in Ibiza posting the most enviable beach selfies, while another was spending a week on a canal boat with her family and kept posting photos of rippling water, sunsets and glasses of wine balanced on the deck. Martha threw her phone on the bed. It wasn’t that she cared massively about social media, but it said a lot about your life when you had nothing at all to post.

She stared out the window. The nearest thing she’d had to excitement in the last few weeks was when a fox had climbed into Mrs. Hartley’s garden and dug up her flower beds. Martha had spent the morning clearing up fox poo so that Mrs. Hartley’s little dog wouldn’t roll in it.

Kicking off her shoes, she balanced her tea on the shelf above the bed and opened her ancient, temperamental laptop. Her hands hovered over the keys. She didn’t even know what job to search for anymore.

Great with laundry, good at cleaning up fox poo weren’t exactly assets.

What she needed was a job that came with accommodation so that she could get away from her family home.

She scrolled through the website.

Someone was looking for a live-in companion, to include full nursing care. What exactly did that entail? Martha, who was horribly squeamish, decided she didn’t want to find out.

A professional couple were offering free accommodation in return for cat sitting, but there was no additional payment. How was she supposed to feed herself? She imagined herself coming home to visit her parents and being so svelte and slim they didn’t recognize her.

She was about to give up when another job caught her eye.

Do you love driving?

Martha closed the laptop and reached for her tea. No, she didn’t love driving. In fact it was no exaggeration to say she loathed driving, and driving loathed her. She’d failed her test five times and eventually passed only because the examiner had been worried about his pregnant wife who had texted in the middle of Martha’s lesson to say that she was having contractions. He’d been so distracted he hadn’t noticed that Martha was in the wrong lane approaching a roundabout, and he hadn’t reacted at all when she’d failed to demonstrate even a hint of skill at reversing. She was used to inducing raw fear in her passengers, including her regular driving instructor, so it had been a relief and a surprise when the examiner had simply nodded as he’d discreetly checked his phone. When he told her that she’d passed she’d had to stop herself from saying, Are you sure?

Still, she’d been delighted and vowed to live up to his faith in her, only every time she slid behind the wheel she broke into a sweat. She felt like a fraud and an imposter. She expected the police to pull her over and tell her that they had CCTV footage that proved she hadn’t really passed her test at all.

Driving scared Martha. It might have been all right if she’d been the only person on the road, but everyone seemed to either be stuck to her bumper, or overtaking her like a racing driver competing for a trophy. She knew that what she needed was more practice, but ever since she’d driven his car into a ditch during a practice session, her father had refused to let her behind the wheel. It didn’t matter that he was an appalling teacher.

Wait until you can afford your own car.

As if that was ever going to happen.

She finished her tea and gazed out the window. From the bed she had a perfect view into the gardens of the houses opposite. Mrs. Pettifer, who was eighty-five and recovering well after receiving a new hip, was watering her plants.

What stories would she have to tell when she was eighty-five? Unless something dramatic changed, nothing that was likely to interest anyone.

She heard her mother clattering in the kitchen below.

“Martha!” her mother called up the stairs. “Kitchen floor!”

“I’m job hunting!” Martha opened her laptop again. She was ready to do anything. Better to do the wrong thing than nothing.

The driving job was still on the screen.

Are you ready for the adventure of a lifetime?

Yes, she was definitely ready for that.

Curious, she read on.

Enthusiastic and competent driver needed for a road trip across America, driving from Chicago to Santa Monica. Generous salary, all expenses paid. Must be good-humored, flexible and friendly. Clean driving license.

Martha stared at it.

She definitely wasn’t an enthusiastic driver, and not by any stretch of the imagination could she be described as competent, but she was friendly, and she was also flexible, always assuming that they were talking about attitude to life rather than the ability to touch her toes without pulling a muscle because that was more her sister’s province.

She scanned the details again.

A road trip across America.

Why did it have to be a road trip? But hadn’t she read somewhere that America didn’t have many roundabouts? If it was all straight roads and no roundabouts then she’d probably be fine. Providing she didn’t have to reverse.

Her driving license was definitely clean, even if that was because no one in uniform had so far witnessed one of her misdemeanors. Also it had gone through the washing machine three times before she’d realized it was in her pocket.

How far was it from Chicago to Santa Monica?

She typed the question into a search engine and stared at the answer.

Two thousand four hundred miles.

She couldn’t begin to imagine a distance like that.

It was two miles from her house to the nearest supermarket.

Two thousand four hundred…basically one thousand two hundred trips to the supermarket.

She gulped and studied the map, and then looked at the map on her wall. Route 66. The road wound its way through multiple states and ended on the Pacific Coast. She’d studied Steinbeck at school, and The Grapes of Wrath hadn’t made the Mother Road sound appealing.

On the other hand it was one of the most iconic roads in the world.

She searched for images of Santa Monica, and found herself staring at sandy beaches, palm trees, a girl cycling with the wind in her hair and a smile on her face. A couple gazing at each other in a restaurant. She could almost hear the crash of the waves in the background.

The place looked so alive.

She glanced out the window again and saw Mrs. Pettifer deadheading geraniums.

California.

It looked like another world, and right now that was exactly what she wanted. Any world other than the one she was currently inhabiting. Best of all, it was thousands of miles away from her crappy life here.

She read the words again, trying to find a way to make herself fit the job. She was definitely good-humored. She’d kept smiling all the way through the fox poo incident, and not only because her sister had trodden in it on her way to work. If the person she was supposed to be driving was good-humored too, then they might just about get by.

Why weren’t they driving themselves?

Presumably they either couldn’t drive, or didn’t want to. Both options worked in her favor. If they couldn’t drive then they wouldn’t know when she was making mistakes, and if they didn’t want to then they’d be sympathetic to the fact that she generally didn’t want to either.

They wanted a competent driver. How exactly did they define competent? It was hard to be competent when you couldn’t afford a car and no one would lend you theirs.

If she could fake it at the beginning, then by the time she’d driven two thousand four hundred miles there was a strong chance she might actually be competent. As long as she could make it out of Chicago without crashing into something, she’d be fine. She’d be ecstatic! She’d never achieved anything in her life, as her mother was always pointing out, but driving across America—that would be an achievement. And it would get her away from her family for the summer. Best of all it would get her away from Steven. She wouldn’t have to look over her shoulder every time she left the house.

And a road trip would give her the chance to think about what she wanted to do with her life.

Maybe it would even lead to another job.

Martha Jackson, long-haul truck driver.

She imagined herself checking into a motel with a glowing neon sign. Maybe walking into a traditional diner and ordering a juicy burger.

America.

It sounded unbelievably glamorous compared to her little part of outer London.

“Martha! Kitchen floor!”

Martha was dragged from her fantasy of feeding coins into an old-fashioned jukebox and dancing round a bar to country music.

She felt like one of the ugly sisters. She was expected to scrub the floor while her sister was paid to prance around in leopard print yoga pants.

A new determination spread through her as she reached for her phone and dialed.

She had no idea who exactly wanted to be driven across America, but they couldn’t be more annoying than her own family. Somehow she had to sound like a perfect candidate.

Martha Jackson, personal chauffeur. Calm (except when there’s a roundabout), confident and reliable.

She waited until she heard a voice on the other end of the phone and then she smiled, trying to inject an appropriate level of friendly and flexible into her voice.

“My name is Martha and I’m calling about the job…”

Flexible, friendly and possibly the worst driver on the planet.
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Liza

“Who is this girl? We don’t know anything about her.” Liza paced across her mother’s kitchen. It was her third trip to Cornwall in a month and each visit was more frustrating than the last, and not just because the traffic was starting to heat up along with the weather. It was as if dealing with an intruder had made her mother give up all thought of personal safety. Or maybe it had given her rather too much confidence in her own ability to survive the worst.

Whatever the psychology, nothing Liza said could make her see sense. “If you’re determined to do this trip then book a tour. Go with a group. And a guide.”

“I don’t want to be part of a group. I’m too old to tolerate people whose company I haven’t chosen and will no doubt find annoying. I shall go where I wish and stay as long as it pleases me to stay. It’s not as if I have anywhere in particular to be at my age.”

“Mum—”

“You didn’t want me to stay alone in the house, and this way I won’t be alone in the house.”

There were days when Liza felt as if she was banging her head against a wall. “What if something happens?”

“I hope something does happen. It would be a crushing disappointment to travel two thousand four hundred miles and not encounter a single adventurous moment.”

“You don’t think you should start with a less ambitious trip?” Liza cleared the breakfast things into the dishwasher and set it to run. “You haven’t been anywhere since Dad died.”

“That was a mistake.” Kathleen set a box of maps on the kitchen table. “Confidence and bravery can be lost if they’re not used. I’ve spent far too long at home.”

“You can’t travel across America with a stranger.”

“Why not?” Kathleen pulled out a map and spread it across the table. Then she found a large notepad.

“It isn’t safe.” Why was she the only person who thought this was a bad idea? Sean had refused to get involved. It’s her life, Liza. Her choice.

Her mother peered at her over the top of her reading glasses. “Could you pass me the guidebook please.”

Everyone in her life seemed determined to make foolish choices. Before she’d walked out the door to drive to Cornwall Caitlin had informed her that she was going to a party with Jane and if Liza tried to stop her she’d run away. Liza had been too nervous to leave her in the house, but Sean had intervened, persuaded Caitlin to have a few friends over instead, and everything had calmed down. Until next time. What had happened to her adorable daughter, who had loved dressing up and playing “school”? What had happened to the hugs and affection? These days Liza was greeted by rolled eyes and attitude.

Liza intended to spend the summer holidays rebuilding her relationship with her daughters. And with Sean too, because so much of the time it seemed their relationship revolved around the people they were caring for.

Eight signs that your marriage might be in trouble.

The article was still squashed in the bottom of her bag. Buried, but not forgotten.

She watched as her mother squinted over the map.

It was a mammoth trip for anyone, let alone someone who would be eighty-one on their next birthday.

Liza’s strong sense of duty nudged at her.

She’d already started dreaming about their two weeks in the South of France. Her holiday reading was stashed away in the suitcase along with her sunhat.

But now here was her mother needing someone to drive her on her ridiculous road trip.

And then a thought occurred to her. Wouldn’t this be the perfect opportunity for her and her mother to grow closer? Cocooned in a car, her mother would have to open up a bit, surely?

She felt something close to excitement. “I’ll drive you. I’d really like to.”

It was difficult to tell who was most shocked by that announcement, her mother or her husband.

“Er—Liza?” Sean scratched his head. “France?”

“You could go without me this year.” The more she thought about it, the more excited she was. As a child she’d longed to be taken along on her mother’s travels. This was the perfect time. They’d bond over the adventures. Emerge with a new closeness.

“It wouldn’t be the same without you.” Sean’s appalled expression made her feel better about life.

She’d started to feel that people saw her only as a killjoy. Someone to put the brakes on their more impulsive decisions.

But Sean wanted her there.

Perhaps all that was wrong with their marriage was that they’d stopped creating time for themselves as a couple.

“You’d miss me?”

“Of course.” Sean, who had obviously decided that nothing but coffee was going to get him through the weekend, was pouring a third cup. “How would we manage without you? I don’t even know where we get the keys for the place. You always deal with the scary Madame Laroux. You’re the best French speaker. And then there’s the food. We’d probably starve if you weren’t there.”

The excitement oozed out of Liza.

He wanted her there because she made his life easy? That was it?

Did he even love her? Not her organizational abilities, but her, Liza, the woman he’d married?

“I’m sure you’re capable of booking a restaurant.” And now she was even more determined to go with her mother. It would bring them closer and also give Sean and the girls the opportunity to see how much she did for them.

“Don’t panic, Sean,” her mother said. “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t want Liza to drive me. She would be the wrong person for this kind of trip.”

The rejection tore open an old scar. She’d been eight years old and clinging as her mother had walked out the door. Take me with you! On one occasion she’d even sneaked her own packing into her mother’s case and then howled when it was gently removed.

“Why would I be the wrong person?”

“Apart from the fact you love your annual trip to France and you’d resent not being there, you like everything to be in your control, and on a trip like this nothing is going to be in your control. You would worry about your family constantly and spend half your time phoning home. And you’d nag me to eat the right things and be careful. It would be stressful for both of us.” Kathleen smoothed the map flat on the table. “This is one trip I’m doing alone.”

She’d done every trip alone, Liza thought, absorbing the pain while outwardly keeping herself composed. She should be used to rejection by now, so why did it hurt so much?

She had to accept that they’d never be close, no matter how much she wanted it to happen. She needed to stop hoping for that.

She’d go to France, even though that felt tainted now.

She was processing the fact that Sean saw her as a tour operator when she heard the sound of a car engine through the open window.

Kathleen straightened, one hand on the map. “That’s her. Martha. My driver. Why don’t you and Sean go and breathe in the sea air?”

Her mother didn’t want her around.

Only her sense of responsibility forced her to stay put and meet the girl. “Have you checked her credentials? How do you know she’s a safe driver?”

“The roads that lead to this house are narrow and twisty. If she managed it without having an accident, then she’s a good driver. I’ll meet her,” Kathleen said. “I don’t want you scaring her off or sending her away.” She left the kitchen and Liza stood there feeling unappreciated, alone and misunderstood.

Sean gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Narrow escape there, Liza. She might have said yes and then where would we have been?”

She would have been driving across America spending quality time with her mother.

But Kathleen didn’t want that. She’d rather spend weeks with a stranger than her own daughter. Liza wasn’t adventurous enough.

“Is that all I am to you? Someone to organize your holiday?”

“No.” Sean finished his coffee. “Although you are good at that. Thanks to you, life runs smoothly.”

The holiday, which she’d been looking forward to for so long, no longer seemed as shiny. She wanted to tell him how she felt, but she couldn’t do that with a stranger about to join them in the kitchen.

Grabbing Sean’s mug, she refilled it.

She needed to stop overthinking everything, particularly her marriage. Sean had made an insensitive comment. So what? People said the wrong thing all the time. She said the wrong thing. It was important not to overreact. She was going to throw that stupid article away.

She heard laughter from the hallway and then her mother came back into the room, accompanied by a girl who looked barely older than Caitlin.

Her curls bounced around her shoulders and her jeans and her top clung to her curves. She had a dusting of freckles on her nose and a friendly smile that made you want to smile back.

Sean stepped forward. “Nice to meet you. Martha, is it? Good journey?”

“Great, thanks. Straight through from London.”

Liza looked at her stupidly. “You came by train?”

“Train, and I splurged on a taxi from the station. He moaned all the way.” Martha seemed sympathetic rather than annoyed. “Something about the roads being too narrow and the hedges too high.”

She made Liza feel old. “I assumed you’d drive.”

“I don’t have a car, and anyway I like the train. It’s a good time to read and I always find the rhythm soothing.”

“I am the same,” Kathleen said. “I once traveled from Moscow to Vladivostok on the Trans-Siberian Railway.”

Liza remembered that trip. She’d had meningitis and been so ill she’d had to spend weeks in the hospital. People had talked in hushed voices around her. Her father, white-faced and tense, had never left her bedside. For a short time she’d been the focus of attention, and then her mother had arrived home with postcards and souvenirs from her trip and the focus in the house had shifted.

Did her mother even remember she’d been ill?

“Come and sit down, Martha.” Kathleen rummaged in her file and brought out some pictures. “What do you know about Route 66?”

“I studied The Grapes of Wrath at school, so I know about the people escaping the Dust Bowl in the 1930s, traveling from the Midwest to the California coast. Route 66. The Mother Road. Hated the book as a child, but I’ve reread it five times since then and it’s one of my favorites. Weird how school can put you off something, instead of inspiring you. Apart from that,” Martha pondered, “I know the road was decommissioned and replaced by the interstate, but presumably you want to stick to the historic Route 66 wherever we can?”

“I do.” Kathleen looked delighted. “My dream is to rent a classic Ford Mustang and travel in style, but then I thought maybe I’m too old for that.”

Finally, Liza thought. Some common sense on display.

Kathleen continued. “Instead I’ve decided that we’ll rent the fanciest, most up-to-date Mustang convertible available. With air-conditioning of course, because when we reach Needles, on the state line between Arizona and California, the temperatures will be hot enough to roast a hog.”

A Mustang convertible?

Martha leaned over the pictures, her curls tumbling forward. “We’d look cool, but we’d be boiling to death?”

“Exactly.” Kathleen was charmed. “It’s a sub-tropical desert climate, with huge thunderstorms during the hot summer.”

Liza couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I assumed you’d rent a safe, modern SUV.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Kathleen was studying the map. “I read an article that said as long as you drive early in the morning, you can avoid the heat of the day. Can you travel light, Martha? There’s not a lot of room for luggage.”

“Wait—” Liza interrupted. “You’re basically hiring a sports car?”

“It will be fun for Martha.”

Liza thought she saw a flash terror in Martha’s eyes, but decided she was probably seeing a reflection of her own emotions.

“What if you break down?”

“What if we don’t? And anyway, the company said there was a number we could call. With luck they might send a hot guy for Martha.” Kathleen winked at Martha, who laughed.

“If we break down in the desert, we’ll all be hot.”

“This sounds like such fun I’m tempted to hide away in the back seat,” Sean said and Liza wondered why it was left to her to ask the important questions.

“But you can drive, Martha? The minimum age to rent a car in the US is twenty-five.”

“I was twenty five last month.”

She looked younger. Liza resisted the temptation to ask if she could check her birth certificate. “And you don’t mind being away for half the summer?”

“Thank you, Liza.” Her mother gestured to the map. “Come and take a look, Martha. Exciting, isn’t it?”

“Very.” Martha leaned closer. “I’ve been studying the route. I can’t wait to see the Grand Canyon.”

“Me too.” Kathleen urged Martha to sit down. “I will take care of all expenses of course. You won’t have to pay for a thing.”

What if the girl had extravagant tastes and wanted to order a massive steak in every restaurant or diner?

“Mum—”

“Are you able to be flexible? Because although we will book a few places along the way, I’d like to give ourselves time to be spontaneous. Stay longer if we feel like it. Move on if we don’t.”

“Sounds good. Let’s go where no one can find us.” Martha blushed. “I mean, it sounds exciting, that’s all. And I can sleep anywhere.”

Liza frowned. Why would she want to go where no one could find her?

“I’m planning on taking two weeks to do the trip, perhaps more, and then spending a few weeks in California. I’ll be away for a month at least.” Kathleen folded the map. “What date do you have to be home?”

“I don’t have to be home at all. I can stay forever if that’s what works for you.”

Forever? What sort of person could stay away forever?

Did she have nothing going on in her life at all?

Liza’s frustration turned to suspicion. Something about this didn’t feel right.

And what about the practicalities? Visas? Immigration?

“Do you have family, Martha?”

“Yes.” Martha took a mug of tea from Sean with a smile of thanks. “I live with my parents and my sister because I’m in between jobs right now.”

“What was your last job?” Liza ignored her mother’s exaggerated sigh.

“I worked in an animal shelter. I’ve been looking at millions of things, but there aren’t any jobs right now.”

“If we could have the details of your last employer, that would be good. We need references.”

Kathleen put the map away. “References won’t be necessary.” She stood up. “Tell me what you love most about driving, Martha.”

“The best part is when I reach my destination and I’m still alive. That’s always a cause for celebration. Not an alcoholic celebration though, obviously.” Martha gave a burst of laughter, and Sean and Kathleen joined in.

Liza breathed deeply. “What about accidents?”

Martha took a sip of tea. “Just the one. No casualties, although I took a chunk out of my dad’s affection for me.”

“I had three accidents in my first year of driving,” Kathleen said. “Accidents teach one to drive more carefully.”

Unless they killed you.

Liza forced a smile. “I expect you want to ask about qualifications?”

“Ah yes. Qualifications.” Kathleen looked Martha in the eye. “Can you make a good cup of tea? I’m partial to Earl Grey.”

“I make the best tea,” Martha said. “Before the animal shelter, I worked in a café.”

“Then you’re perfectly qualified for the job,” Kathleen said. “I can tell we’re going to get along famously. The job is yours, if you’re happy to spend your summer with a badly behaved octogenarian who has an annoying tendency never to do as she’s told.” Kathleen glanced at Liza with a twinkle in her eye and Martha smiled.

“I never do as I’m told either. My mother says I’ll be the death of her.”

Perfect, Liza thought. Two irresponsible people together. What could possibly go wrong?

Martha must have recognized that Liza was the one who needed to be won over because she leaned forward. “I promise to take good care of your mother.”

“Thank you.” Liza could hardly argue with her enthusiasm or intention, even if the reality promised to be somewhat different. “What will your parents think of you flying to America for the summer?”

“They’ll be thrilled I’ve got a job.”

That response did nothing to reassure Liza, but Kathleen stood up.

“That’s settled then. Do you have a passport?”

“Yes.” Martha nodded. “I went on a school trip to Italy in my final year of school and it’s still valid.”

Liza was scrolling through the facts in her head.

How many twenty-five year olds would choose to drop everything to drive across America with an eighty-year-old? Why wasn’t Martha spending the summer with her friends, or a boyfriend?

Something wasn’t adding up, but it was too late because her mother was already rummaging in a drawer for the envelope where she kept her cash.

“I’m going to give you some money now so that you can equip yourself ready for the trip.” Kathleen opened a drawer. “I hope you don’t mind not having a bank transfer. I don’t like the idea of my money moving around in space. All you have to do is type one number incorrectly and suddenly you’ve handed over your life savings.”

“Whatever works for you, Mrs. Harrison. But what do you need me to buy? If you make me a list, then I can go and buy whatever you need. Tea?”

“You can leave the tea to me. This is for your personal items. You’ll need comfortable clothes for driving. A soft bag that will squash into a small space. Sunglasses so that we both look cool when we’re driving our cool car. A scarf to stop your lovely curls blowing across your face as we’re speeding along the highway? A couple of dresses?”

Martha tugged at her T-shirt. “I’m more of a jeans girl, but thank you. That’s generous. Are you sure?”

“If I’m expecting you to drive two thousand four hundred miles then the least I can do is make sure you’re comfortable doing it.” Kathleen handed over a thick wad of cash. “Ignore Liza’s frown. My daughter is careful about everything.”

What was wrong with being careful? Since when was it a sin to be reliable?

Where was the virtue in throwing off responsibility giving no thought to others?

Liza felt a hot stinging behind her eyes.

Never mind that she’d spent every other weekend in Cornwall since her mother’s “incident”. Never mind that she’d had little time with her own crumbling family.

None of her efforts had brought her closer to her mother and they never would.

Hurt, she gave a brief smile and walked to the door. “I’m going for a walk. Nice to meet you, Martha. Enjoy the trip.” She almost felt sorry for Martha, who was so smiley and optimistic. Whatever her reasons for agreeing to this, Liza was confident she had no idea what she was letting herself in for. And as for the promise to keep Kathleen safe—well, good luck with that.

Suddenly she badly wanted to go home. Maybe they’d leave after breakfast tomorrow, instead of waiting until lunchtime as planned. She’d make a nice supper for the girls. They’d eat as a family.

As she and Sean walked across the fields to the beach, Liza breathed slowly and deeply. It was beautiful, but she couldn’t ever properly relax here. Part of relaxing was being able to leave all the jobs behind, and here in Oakwood Cottage there were far too many jobs glaring at her. Future complications loomed. Her mother falling. The house crumbling.

Sean stooped to pick up a shell from the sand. “Martha seems great.”

“Mmm.” She watched the waves break onto the shore. She’d always felt a sense of responsibility. Even as a child, she’d felt it. She’d cooked for her father and tried to make up for her mother’s many absences.

Sean looped his arm round her shoulders and tried to kiss her, but she eased away and strolled forward along the beach. She was still upset, and she couldn’t so easily flip the switch from irritation and hurt to affection. His thoughtless words had created a barrier between them and she didn’t know how to reach across it. For her, sex was closely tied to emotion. She’d never been the type to use sex as a way of making up after a fight. She had to feel loved and nurtured, and right now she felt neither.

Sean caught up with her. “I know you’re upset. But that’s your mother being your mother.”

It wasn’t only her mother who had upset her, but this wasn’t the time to have such an important conversation. She was tired and hurt and didn’t trust her own feelings.

They walked together in awkward silence and by the time they returned to the house, Martha was gone.

While Sean called the girls, Liza threw together a selection of summer salads, tearing fresh basil leaves over mozzarella, adding toasted almonds to green beans as she half listened to the conversation.

“Everything quiet there, Caitlin?” Sean reached past Liza and stole an olive. “House still standing? No calls to the emergency services… What?… Yes, of course I’m joking.” He gave Liza a look that said, You see? I’m checking on them. “Make sure you lock up properly before you go to bed. And check you haven’t left the freezer door open.”

Liza sprinkled chopped garlic over baby tomatoes, red onion and peppers and put them in the oven to roast.

“That smells good.” Sean hung up. “The twins sound fine. They’re having a quiet night in and all is well.”

“What about the party?”

“You told them they couldn’t go.”

“Since when did anyone listen to me?” Liza sliced a sourdough loaf and pulled butter out of the fridge.

“They obviously are listening to you.”

She felt guilty for not being as trusting as he was. “Did you talk to Alice?”

“No. Why?”

Because she wasn’t as good a liar as her sister.

Caitlin was very much the dominant one.

“Nothing. Ignore me.”

Why didn’t she feel reassured? It was that look Caitlin had given her before she’d left the house. The yes Mum, that didn’t mean yes at all.

These were her children. She loved them more than anything. She should trust them too. She was never going to heal the relationship unless there was trust involved. She was going to be more like Sean, and always assume the best and not the worst.

“Thank you for checking. I appreciate it.” She kissed Sean on the cheek and took the glass of wine he offered.

The first sip was bliss, like tasting sunshine in a glass. Some of the tension left her.

They ate dinner outside, watching the sun dip over the fields and the ocean in the distance.

Popeye appeared, as he so often did when there was food to be had.

They talked about the trip, and Liza talked about the summer plans for France, and carefully resisted all temptation to urge her mother to be careful.

She closed her eyes, savoring the wine and the sunshine until the air grew chilly. When the sky darkened, she cleared the plates into the kitchen and Kathleen headed for bed.

Liza had the feeling she would have been as happy to be alone.

It was clear that her mother was frustrated by her attempts to be caring, and Liza didn’t know how not to care.

“We should have an early night too,” she said to Sean. “All that sea air has made me tired.”

Feeling isolated and unappreciated, she took ages in the bathroom and was relieved to find Sean already asleep when she eventually slid into bed next to him.

It took a long time for her to fall asleep but eventually she did and she was dreaming of the South of France when Sean’s phone rang.

He groped for it in the dark and Liza switched on the light, heart pounding.

“Is it the girls?”

He focused on the screen. “No, it’s Margaret and Peter from next door. Why on earth would they be calling in the middle of the night?” He sat up and answered the phone. “Margaret? Yes—don’t worry about that—” He listened and rubbed his hand over his face. “You’re kidding—oh no—”

“What?” Liza mouthed the question but he shook his head and held up his hand.

“All I can do is apologize… Yes, absolutely. We’ll leave now, but it will take four hours to get home. Of course you called the police—I understand.”

“Police?” Liza, who didn’t understand at all, was frantic. “What is going on?”

“Yes, Liza and I will be dealing with them I can assure you.” Sean finally hung up and swore under his breath. “We need to leave.”

“Is it the twins? Did they have an accident?”

“No, they had a party.” Sean’s expression was grim as he threw their clothes into the overnight bag. “They’ve wrecked our house and, it seems, broken our neighbors’ dining room window and destroyed their precious herbaceous borders. We have to go home.”
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Kathleen

Two weeks later Kathleen sat clutching her bag on her lap as Liza drove her to the airport.

She felt old, but that was what two nights with teenagers could do for you.

Was it wrong to feel relieved that part of her trip was over? She was starting to understand why Liza looked drained the whole time.

Liza gave her a wan smile. “Sorry. It wasn’t the most relaxing stay.”

“It was a treat to see the girls.” Kathleen forced herself to lie, a challenge for someone who believed in speaking the truth. It seemed the polite thing to do, even though they both knew that the twins had been a nightmare. They’d behaved delightfully to her of course—Granny! It’s great to see you—and appallingly to their mother—We could all go out for a nice family dinner but Mum’s taken away all the fun in our lives.

Given the level of hostility, Kathleen admired her daughter for sticking to the sanctions she’d imposed. In the same situation she doubted she would have been so resolute. But Liza had always been an easy child, so discipline of any sort had been unnecessary.

What a horrid, conflict-ridden, joyless world her daughter was inhabiting.

“No internet, no TV, no phone, for a month.” Caitlin had stomped around the kitchen. “It’s an infringement of my human rights.”

Alice, a conflict avoider, had covered her ears and left the room.

Liza had stayed calm. “It was an infringement of our neighbors’ rights when you kept them awake, broke a window and destroyed half the plants on their border.”

“That wasn’t my fault.” Caitlin was mutinous. “I’m not responsible for other people’s actions.”

“You are when they are guests in your home.”

“They weren’t guests! I didn’t even know them. And taking everything away is—is—it’s medieval. Granny, tell her it’s medieval.”

“Nothing about your life is medieval.” Kathleen had tried to stay impartial. “In medieval times you probably wouldn’t have survived to teenage years. Infant mortality was alarmingly high.”

“Are you saying you never had a party when you were our age?”

Oh dear. “Yes, I suppose—”

“You see?” Caitlin turned to Liza, triumphant. “Granny said she had a massive party when she was our age.”

“I didn’t say massive,” Kathleen said, but no one was listening to her.

Liza was working so hard to stay calm her body was vibrating.

“Firstly, this is about you, not Granny. Secondly, social media hadn’t been invented when Granny was a teenager and even if she did have a party, I’m willing to bet she knew everyone there. Thirdly, her guests didn’t destroy the house and also the neighbors’ house.”

“We didn’t destroy the house,” Caitlin mumbled, but she had the grace to look a little sheepish. “We didn’t invite those people.”

“But someone did, and you need to find out who and make them accountable.”

“No way. That is not cool.”

Kathleen waited for Liza to say While you’re living under my roof, you will live by my rules, but she didn’t.

Instead she sat down at the kitchen island, shoulders slumped as if the weight of life was too much to carry. “Caitlin, if a stranger who you hadn’t invited into your room, went in and destroyed the things you love, would you be upset?”

Caitlin had paused. “That’s different.”

“It’s not different. The insurance company sent someone round to assess the damage yesterday, and it’s going to cost thousands of pounds to put right.”

“That’s crazy. It’s a scam.”

“It’s reality. Your ‘friends’ left the tap running in the downstairs bathroom, and the water flowed into the hallway, causing irreparable damage to the wooden floor. There are cigarette burns on the sofa in the living room, and wine stains on the carpet. The glass in the patio doors is cracked. And none of this is counting the damage done to our relationship with Mr. and Mrs. Brooks next door. I feel so embarrassed I can hardly face them. Apparently one of your so-called ‘friends’ used their front garden to relieve himself.”

Caitlin looked less sure of herself. “I don’t know anything about that.”

“You were responsible for caring for this property.”

“I didn’t know they were going to invite a ton of people I didn’t know!” There was a note of panic in her voice.

“That happens when you share details of a party on social media.”

Caitlin was a little paler. “I didn’t do that.”

“Someone did, and you need to find out who. And you need to ask yourself some serious questions about your friendship with that person.”

“Oh why don’t you just say it?” Guilt made Caitlin more fractious than usual. “You think it’s Jane. I bet you’re hoping it is Jane because then you’ll have an excuse to keep her out of my life. You’ve hated Jane from the beginning. Just because she’s a year older and really cool. But I’m old enough to make my own choices about my friends.”

“You’re not making your own choices,” Liza said. “You’re following her choices. That’s what worries me. You’re going along with everything she does and says, even though it goes against your own values. If you are old enough to make choices, you’re also old enough to take responsibility.”

Sean had walked into the room at that point and immediately left again.

Kathleen had caught Liza’s look of frustration as she opened her mouth to call him back and then thought better of it.

Strange, Kathleen had thought, that they hadn’t handled it together. A united front.

And then she remembered all the times she’d been absent, traveling somewhere exotic, leaving Brian to handle all those small family crises himself.

Caitlin was still in full flow. “You want me to have a boring life, like you. But I’m more like Granny. Adventurous and fearless. It’s in my DNA. I was born this way.”

In different circumstances Kathleen might have admired the clever, if manipulative, way Caitlin had shifted attention from herself.

DNA. Apparently this episode was now somehow her fault.

Kathleen had made a tactful exit at that point and escaped to her room to study her guidebook. Traveling was the perfect way to step out of one’s life, and right now she was ready to do that. She wished her daughter could do the same because her life didn’t seem a particularly pleasant place to be.

For the first time ever she was questioning that part of her that had wished Liza had been a little more rebellious. If Caitlin was an example of what rebellion looked like, she was glad she hadn’t had to handle it.

And now they were in the car and Kathleen couldn’t help but be aware that she was escaping, but Liza was returning to that toxic atmosphere.

Her daughter looked pale and tired, but resolute and determined as if she was in the midst of fighting an exhausting battle.

Whatever had happened to fun? Relaxation?

Kathleen sat a little straighter, her brain working hard. She hadn’t been the best mother in the world, but it was never too late to do better.

But how? How could she persuade her daughter to take time for herself? She hated it when people told her how to live her life, so she was hardly going to deliver a lecture or even offer advice. And they’d be at the airport soon, surrounded by strangers and noise and life at its most frenetic. Hardly the moment for a heart-to-heart, particularly for someone as averse to emotional conversations as her.

Sitting in stationary traffic, Liza drummed the wheel with her fingers and glanced at her. “Are you having second thoughts about this trip? Because you know that if something happens, you can call me and I’ll help.”

Kathleen felt an ache in her chest. Her daughter thought what she was doing was a bad idea, but she was still willing to help if something went wrong. Never mind that she was handling a crisis at home. It was so typical of Liza to put everyone’s needs in front of her own.

But people made sacrifices for those they loved. No one knew that better than her.

She pushed aside thoughts of herself, and not only because dwelling on the past was her least favorite thing. This wasn’t about her.

“I was thinking about you.” Go on, Kathleen. Say something deep and helpful. Acknowledge feelings.

“It’s been a pretty stressful time.” Liza turned her attention back to the road. “Hopefully the holidays will calm everything down and I’ll be able to relax. I can’t wait.”

“You can’t live your life waiting for two weeks a year when you enjoy yourself, Liza. What about the other fifty weeks?”

“I don’t only enjoy myself two weeks a year.” Liza frowned. “It’s true that day-to-day it feels a bit exhausting, but this is life, isn’t it? And it’s the same for everyone. Everyone has something.”

But not everyone handled their “something” with the same diligence as her daughter.

“You need to find that summer feeling for the rest of the year, not only for two weeks in August.” Kathleen licked her lips. “I’m worried about you.”

“You’re worried about me?” Liza laughed. “You’re the one driving across America with someone you don’t know.”

But that suited her. She had no desire to know Martha. Superficial relationships had always been her preference.

“I’m worried that you never put up boundaries.”

Liza adjusted her grip on the wheel. “We’re different that way, you know we are.”

“Yes, but you allow people to feed on your good nature until all that’s left is—is dust. Have you painted lately?”

“Caitlin’s bedroom.”

“You know that wasn’t what I meant.”

“No, I haven’t painted.” Liza sounded tired. “No time.”

“You should make time.”

“I haven’t felt like it. There’s no pleasure in trying to create something in a snatched moment when everyone is trying to take a piece of you. It becomes another chore. And I’d feel guilty taking that time for myself when there is so much to be done.”

This wasn’t good. This wasn’t good at all.

Kathleen trod cautiously, like an explorer venturing into a new land. “You’re the glue that holds the family together, but do you know what happens to glue over time? It dries out. And then everything falls apart.”

“You think I’m drying out?” Liza’s response was light, but her hands tightened on the wheel. “I need to change my moisturizer.”

“Do you use moisturizer?”

“When I remember.” Liza drew breath. “You think I’m weak. You think I let people walk all over me.”

“No. I think you’re a giver. You’re the kindest person I know, and generous, but for some reason you forget to extend that kindness to yourself. Which part of your life is for you and no one else? Liza!” She squeaked a warning as her daughter almost drove into the car in front.

Liza slammed on the brakes. “Sorry. I—Did you say you think I’m kind and generous?”

“Yes.” Why would a few words of praise elicit such a dramatic response? And were those tears in Liza’s eyes? No, no!

Her daughter blinked rapidly. “You think I’m boring. And careful.”

“Not boring. Careful, maybe. Caring, definitely.” Maybe this conversation had been a mistake. She wasn’t in a position to help or influence even if she wanted to, and generally she was of the opinion that a person had the complete right to mess up their own lives free of interference. But this was her daughter. “You care deeply about those close to you and you always put their happiness first. You were the same as a child.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“It can be bad if it means people take advantage of you. If something needs doing, they know you’ll do it.” And suddenly it came to her. The answer. It wasn’t interference if you gently nudged someone in a particular direction. They still had choice. “And because I know you’ll do what people need you to do, I’m going to ask one more thing of you.” She didn’t need to extend this uncomfortable conversation, she simply needed to manipulate the situation to achieve the outcome she wanted.

“You told me I should start saying no,” Liza said, “and now you’re asking me to do something else?”

“Yes,” Kathleen said. “Selfish of me, I know, but I need someone to help me out with this. I should have asked you sooner.” If she’d thought of it, she would have. She’d been tackling this the wrong way. “Would you check on Popeye a couple of times when I’m away?”

“I thought you said someone was feeding him?”

“They are, but you know Popeye. He’s an independent soul, and I’ve never left him for this long. I’d be happier if I knew someone I trust is keeping an eye on him. Maybe giving him a cuddle.” She sent a silent apology to Popeye who, generally speaking, wasn’t big on cuddles. Any guilt she felt at exploiting Liza’s good nature and sense of responsibility, was diluted by the fact that her request was in a good cause.

“I’ll try, but the girls are busy and there is no way we’re leaving them after what happened last time—”

“Why not go alone? Leave Sean to keep an eye on the girls. You might enjoy it. There is nothing like an early morning walk on the beach when you’re the only one there. Sometimes I take my coffee down there and sit on the sand.”

“You do?” Liza glanced at her. “I didn’t know that.”

“Now you’re going to tell me it sounds like a risky undertaking.”

“I think it sounds blissful. I’d give a lot to have a peaceful half hour on the beach with no one around.”

“Then do it. Spend the weekend at the cottage. Have some time to yourself. Why not?”

“Well, because—” Liza frowned. “I never go anywhere by myself. We do everything together.”

And that, Kathleen thought, was the problem.

She worked hard at looking pathetic. “I wouldn’t ask, but I’m worried about Popeye, the dear soul.”

“I know he means a lot to you.” The traffic started moving and Liza eased the car forward. “I promise I’ll keep an eye on Popeye. Although I won’t be responsible if he runs off.”

“He never runs off. He goes exploring, but then he always comes home.”

Liza smiled. “I never realized before how alike the two of you are.”

“Indeed. All I need is the freedom to roam.” It wasn’t so far from the truth. “If you go to the cottage for the weekend, don’t bother shopping and cooking. There’s a wonderful deli in the village that opened recently. Tell them you’re my daughter. And if you walk a mile down the beach, the Tide Shack makes a wonderful burger. The salty fries are spectacular.”

“Your diet is shocking, Mother.” But this time Liza was laughing, not lecturing. The traffic had finally eased and they were now only minutes from the airport. “Please try and eat the occasional vegetable or piece of fruit when you’re in the US.”

“I promise to eat nothing but broccoli.” Kathleen reached for her bag and checked her passport again. She felt a little nervous, but there was no way she was going to admit that to her daughter. She could just about handle a conversation about emotions providing they weren’t her own. “It’s been so long since I traveled properly, I’ve forgotten my routine. I keep having to check my passport and credit card are there, even though I’ve already checked twice.”

“You’re going to be fine.” Liza took the turnoff to the airport. “You have a phone. Martha has my number. If you need anything at all, or get into any sort of trouble, call me.”

“I hope I do get into trouble.” Kathleen patted her daughter’s leg. “That’s why I’m going.”

Liza pulled in at Departures. “You’re incorrigible.”

“I know. Please do check Popeye for me.”

“I’ll check Popeye.” Liza opened the car door and walked around to help Kathleen with her bags. “I should have parked. Then I could have come in with you.”

“I hate prolonged goodbyes.” They exchanged a look, both of them remembering all the stressful partings when Liza was a child. Emotions had tentacles, Kathleen thought. They wrapped themselves around you and pulled you down. They dug themselves into your heart and caused pain. She gave Liza’s shoulder an awkward pat. “Thank you. Enjoy France.”

A strange pressure built in her chest.

She should walk away right now, but for some reason her legs wouldn’t move.

Liza stepped forward and hugged her. “Have fun. I love you.”

The pressure grew until it felt as if someone had inflated a balloon in her chest.

She licked her lips and tried to speak but the words wouldn’t come. How was it possible to feel so much and yet say so little? And yet that was her world. She kept feelings inside that balloon and hoped that one day it wouldn’t burst.

Liza stepped back, gave an awkward smile and turned back to the car.

Kathleen gave a wave, unsettled by the sense of loss she felt.

She stood still as Liza eased into the never-ending flow of traffic, and it didn’t just feel like goodbye. It felt like a moment gone forever. An opportunity lost.

I love you too. You do know that, don’t you?

She turned, battling that feeling of disappointment that comes when you’ve failed an exam, or missed a goal. That feeling that came when you knew you should have done better.

The moment she entered the terminal building, the bustle and the echoing noise closed around her and her mood lifted. The present could always drown out the past if you made your present loud enough.

The feeling lasted until a young man almost knocked her flying with a Look where you’re going, Grandma.

Up on the departures board were all the destinations, reminding her of how big the world was, and how small she’d allowed hers to become.

She spotted Martha standing by the automatic check-in, looking lost.

Kathleen waved and trailed her suitcase along the gleaming floor, weaving her way through the passengers as Martha approached with the excitement and enthusiasm of a Labrador.

“Kathleen!” Martha enveloped her in a big hug. “Our flight is on time, I checked. Chicago, here we come.” Some of her vibrant energy flowed into Kathleen, and the pressure in her chest eased. Those uncomfortable emotions slid back deep inside her where they belonged.

For the next month she had no need to think about them.

What a perfect pair she and Martha would make. Her wisdom and experience, combined with Martha’s youth and energy.

Her new companion would compensate for all those parts of her that no longer seemed to work properly.

Three time zones, eight states, one incredible adventure.

It was going to be perfect.
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Martha

Forty-eight hours later, Martha stared at the sleek high-performance car in front of her and gave a silent apology for what she was about to do to it. Why, oh why, hadn’t she been honest about the fact she hated driving?

Her mother was right. She always made bad decisions.

It was all very well faking confidence—Yes, I love driving—but sooner or later you had to face your own lies and she was facing hers now. The thought of climbing behind the wheel of that sports car made her feel nauseated. It was like riding a racehorse when you’d only ever been on a fairground horse.

Oh Martha, Martha.

This was not going to end well. By the time she’d driven to the end of the street they’d either be dead or she’d be fired. It would be the shortest employment in history, which was a shame because she was starting to love Kathleen and so far this trip had been more exciting than she could possibly have imagined. She’d never had the chance to travel and she had to stop herself from pointing at everything and saying, Look at that!

She was trying to appear like a sophisticated woman of the world, which wasn’t easy.

And now they’d reached the moment of reckoning.

“Ford Mustang, right?” The tall, lanky guy with bad skin who had introduced himself as Cade handed her the keys. “You’re lucky. They’re in demand and we don’t always have one. You’re sure this is what you want? You could have had a Corvette or a Camaro. Or an SUV. You’d have more room.”

What I want, Martha thought, is something older and slower.

But Kathleen shook her head. “One of the advantages of being challenged in the height department, is that we don’t need legroom. I want the Mustang.”

Two days in Kathleen’s company had taught Martha that what Kathleen wanted Kathleen got.

She thought back over the whirlwind of the past forty-eight hours.

After they’d landed in Chicago, they’d checked in to a smart hotel, where Kathleen had reserved a suite with two bedrooms. Martha’s bathroom had been bigger than her bedroom back home.

Kathleen had flung open the doors to the balcony and breathed deeply, as if she was inhaling oxygen for the first time in years. She’d stood there, gazing at the view of Chicago and then said yes, in a voice that suggested she was more than satisfied.

The whole trip was getting a big yes from Martha too.

Apart from the driving part, she was living the dream. Luxury! A room big enough to dance in without the risk of smacking your limbs on the walls. No family pointing out all her faults. Best of all, no chance of Steven turning up on the doorstep.

The suite was incredible, but how on earth could Kathleen afford it? Had she robbed a bank in her youth? The wicked twinkle in her eye made Martha think that anything was possible.

And what exactly were the rules of this trip? Was she supposed to stay out of the way or join Kathleen?

This job hadn’t come with any instructions, apart from the fact that she was expected to drive. She was looking forward to spending a quiet evening with a large burger, and her tattered copy of The Grapes of Wrath to get herself in the mood, although she hoped there would be considerably less drama and hardship in her version of the journey across America.

Overwhelmed by gratitude for her new life, Martha had joined Kathleen on the balcony.

“Shall I order something to eat from room service, Kathleen? You’d probably like an early night.” Her grandmother had always had a nap in the afternoon. She knew Mrs. Hartley did too because she yelled at anyone who knocked on her door between three and four.

Kathleen, however, was buzzing. “Early night? It’s five in the afternoon.”

Her skin was pale and her eyes looked tired but they gleamed with an excitement that spiked Martha’s excitement too.

It wasn’t her job to argue with her new employer. She was a driver and companion, not a minder. And if you didn’t know what you wanted by the time you were eighty, then what hope was there?

Liza’s concerned frown slid into her mind. Martha had enough experience of disapproval to know that Kathleen’s daughter had disapproved of her. She was a little daunted by Liza, and not only because she envied anyone with well-behaved hair. Liza’s was as smooth and pale as buttermilk. And then there was her air of competence. Martha hadn’t needed to be told she was a teacher. She doubted there had ever been an issue Liza couldn’t solve, or a class she couldn’t control.

But she wasn’t employed by the daughter, was she? She was employed by the mother.

Still, there was no harm in checking. “It’s ten o’clock back home. No, wait—it’s a six-hour difference. So it’s eleven at home.” Her mother would be cleaning her teeth and yelling at her dad to check that he’d locked the doors. Martha was grateful she wasn’t there.

“You’re on Chicago time now. We have a couple of hours to shower and freshen up, and then we’re going for dinner and cocktails.”

“Cocktails?” Her grandmother had always drunk hot cocoa before bed. Martha had made it for her, using exactly the right amount of milk and sugar. Sometimes she’d eaten a nice digestive biscuit.

Kathleen gazed out over the skyline. “Last time I was here, I drank cocktails. I want to do it again.”

“You’ve been here before? When?”

“I was thirty. It was my first trip to Chicago.”

“I can’t wait to hear all your stories. You can tell me over drinks.” It sounded so adult and sophisticated. She, Martha, was going to drink cocktails and talk about exotic travel. Her conversation was normally restricted to the mundane, but tonight she was going to travel through Kathleen’s experiences. Or maybe she was being too presumptuous. “I don’t have to join you of course. If you’d rather be by yourself—”

“Why would I want to be my myself? You’re part of this adventure.” Kathleen beamed. “You’re a jet-setter now, Martha.”

Martha didn’t feel like a jet-setter and she was pretty sure she didn’t look like one either, but she was willing to do whatever it took to embrace that lifestyle.

“What should I wear?”

“Casual chic.”

What exactly was that?

In the end she wore the only dress she owned. She grabbed her denim jacket in case she was chilly and slid her feet into a pair of white running shoes.

Kathleen was wearing her customary floaty layers in jewel colors, with a narrow gold watch on one wrist and multiple bangles on the other. With her cropped white hair and her effortless elegance, she looked impossibly glamorous.

When you looked at her you saw bone structure and poise rather than age, Martha thought.

“You look beautiful, Mrs. Harrison.”

“Call me Kathleen.” Kathleen picked up her purse. “We’re heading up to the roof terrace, where we will drink Manhattans and eat lobster risotto.”

Was that going to be delicious or disgusting? Martha pictured herself in the local pub at home on her return. I’ll have a Manhattan and lobster risotto. The response would probably be, What, love? accompanied by a blank look, a plate of fish fingers and half a pint of beer.

The roof terrace turned out to have views over downtown Chicago, and the lake beyond that.

“This is very cool.” Martha settled herself at the nearest available table but Kathleen gestured to the waiter.

She said something that Martha couldn’t hear, and the next moment they were being ushered to a table by the balcony, with the best views of the skyline.

Martha sneaked a look at the people around her, relieved to see a variety of clothing. Some were casual, some dressier in their approach, but they all had one thing in common—confidence. They all looked as if they belonged.

Martha sat up a little straighter and tried to look as if this glamorous bar was her normal habitat even though she was sure she wasn’t fooling anyone. She probably stood out like a zebra on a sandy beach.

And then the cocktails appeared, delivered with a flourish.

“To adventure.” Kathleen raised her glass and Martha, half dizzy with jet lag, tiredness and an overdose of excitement, lifted hers too.

“To adventure.” And a new life, far away from her old one.

Martha, explorer and drinker of exotic cocktails.

Take that, Slimy Steven.

She took a mouthful of the cocktail and almost choked. Her alcohol intake was restricted by her lack of funds, and when she drank she usually drank the beer her dad kept in the fridge. She probably had the most unsophisticated palate on the planet.

It took three sips for her to discover that the cocktail was the best thing she’d ever tasted and four to decide she’d be quite happy never to drink anything else. By the time she’d emptied her glass she realized that Kathleen was nothing like her own grandmother.

There was a strange spinning feeling in her head. Jet lag? Cocktail? Having had no experience of either before this moment, it was impossible to tell.

Kathleen ordered another and Martha was about to point out that drinking so much on an empty stomach might not be such a good idea when the lobster risotto arrived.

Chicago was spread before them, glittering and bright.

“What did you say that persuaded them to give us this view?”

“I told them the truth.” Kathleen picked up her fork. “That I’m of somewhat advanced years and one never knows if this could be my last supper.”

Martha wasn’t used to people acknowledging their own mortality so openly. What should she say? Don’t be silly, you’re going to be fine. But what if she wasn’t fine? What if Kathleen died on this trip?

She took another slug of her drink. She’d never seen a dead body.

Was it selfish to hope that Kathleen at least didn’t die until the end of the trip? She didn’t want this adventure to end yet. Nor did she want to be blamed by scary Liza for leading her mother to her doom.

Maybe it was in her interests to be at least a little protective.

“Are you generally well? Anything I should know about?” She probably should have asked Kathleen to have a medical check, or produce a certificate of health, but given that Kathleen hadn’t asked her for proof of her driving experience that wouldn’t have been fair.

“I’m eighty. You could say I’m like a classic car. I need maintenance. My engine stutters and I have scratches on my paintwork, but still I endure.” Kathleen raised her glass. “To living in the moment.”

Martha raised her glass too. “Living in the moment.” Which was fine, as long as her moment didn’t include having to deal with Kathleen’s dead body. They were going to be driving through Death Valley, weren’t they? It didn’t sound auspicious. Maybe they should take a different route. Also the car analogy didn’t thrill her because she didn’t have a good track record with cars. She didn’t want to be responsible for putting another dent in Kathleen’s paintwork. “Shall I order you a juice? Water?”

“I’ll have one more cocktail to celebrate our first night. You?”

One more cocktail would ensure she woke with a headache, so Martha shook her head. She had a feeling she would have enough reasons for headaches on this trip without adding an excess of alcohol to the mix.

“Sparkling water, please.”

Kathleen beamed at the waiter and gestured to her glass. “That man is very dishy. You probably don’t even know what that word means, do you? Your generation would say cute, or so my granddaughters tell me.”

“Cute works.”

“Fifty years ago I would have invited him back to my room. He has wonderful eyes and a cheeky smile.” Kathleen looked at Martha thoughtfully. “Maybe you—”

“No. Thank you. I’m not interested.” Adventure, yes. Road trip, yes. Cocktails, definitely. Men? No way. What did it say about her life that an eighty-year-old was trying to fix her up with someone?

Kathleen leaned in. “You’re gay?”

“No, not gay. A bit off relationships right now.” She thought about Steven and thinking about Steven made her wish she’d ordered another cocktail instead of water. “I should take a photo of you to send to Liza. I promised her I would. Should you put the drink down? Will she be concerned?”

“She would probably be more concerned if I wasn’t drinking.” Kathleen posed against the skyline as Martha took photos on her phone.

As she put her phone away she noticed that she had two missed calls from Steven. Some of the magic oozed out of the moment. Even this far from home, he could still ruin her evening.

She was tempted to send a photo of herself sipping cocktails together with a message, Can’t talk now, I’m busy.

Kathleen was watching her. “Everything all right?”

“Fine.” She zipped up her bag and tried to forget about it. “Tell me more about you, Kathleen. Did you always travel a lot?”

“Yes. And this place is as exciting as I remembered. Doesn’t it raise your pulse looking at it?”

“Your pulse is raised?” Martha sat up straighter. “Any pains in your chest or anything?” She should have done a first aid course before coming on this trip.

Kathleen seemed untroubled. “At my age there are always aches and pains. It’s best not to dwell on them.”

Martha had a few pains of her own, mostly around her heart. Her feelings and her confidence were bruised and battered. She was all for trying not to dwell on it.

“Did you come here as a tourist?” She realized that the only thing she knew about her employer was that she lived in a nice house in the middle of nowhere, seemed to have enough money to pay for expensive hotels and was determined to live out the rest of her years in a manner unbecoming for her age.

“I was working.” Kathleen put her fork down. “I presented a travel show. Decades before you were born, of course. I traveled the world. I was a household name for a while.”

“What was the show called?”

“The Summer Seekers. You’re far too young to remember it, but your mother might.”

Martha had no intention of communicating with her mother. She was enjoying the break, and she had no doubt that the feeling was mutual. “You were a journalist?”

“I started working at a television company when I finished college. I did a number of jobs, but then it turned out I was rather good at presenting. I worked on a few different shows, including one for children. And then came The Summer Seekers. Have you ever done a job in your life that felt absolutely right?”

“No.” Martha saw no reason not to be honest. “I suppose you could say I’m still—finding my way. Trial and error, you know?” There had been more errors than she cared to remember.

“Well, The Summer Seekers was right for me. Right from the beginning, I loved it. What I tried to do in my reports was to give people a taste of the place. I wanted people to make up their minds if they wanted to visit, and armchair travelers—and there were plenty of those—to feel as if they’d visited even though they hadn’t left the comfort of their own homes. Once we arrived in a place it was up to me to decide what to highlight. I’d look at the culture, the food, but I’d always cover a few places that were off the beaten track. If I was lucky I’d find a local willing to join me for a day and take me to all their favorite haunts. That insider perspective gave viewers a feel for the real place.”

Martha was fascinated. “Are any of your old shows on the internet?”

“I have no idea. I don’t use the internet. I do have them on DVD, but they’re at home.”

“If you don’t use the internet, how did you book the flight tickets, the hotels and the car?”

Kathleen paused. “If I tell you, you need to promise not to tell Liza. She would disapprove.”

It seemed funny to Martha that Kathleen was keeping secrets from her own daughter. Maybe she wasn’t the only one who found Liza a little scary.

“I promise.”

“My neighbor did it for me.”

Martha ate her risotto slowly, savoring each mouthful. “Why is that a problem?”

“Because he is considered to be a little on the disreputable side.”

“Disreputable. I love the way you talk.” Martha grinned. “What does he do?”

“He enjoys life,” Kathleen said calmly, “a trait that tends to induce a state of envy in those observing his more extreme antics. Envy masquerading as disapproval. He’s a rock star. Highly successful, so I’m told by people who know more about these things than I do. Successful enough to have bought all the land around me and several fast cars. His house is spectacular. Glorious sea views.”

“What’s his name?”

“Finn Cool.”

Martha dropped her fork. “You’re kidding. The Finn Cool? I love his music. I mean, he’s quite old obviously—” Too late she realized that Finn must be half Kathleen’s age. “But I still think he’s great. He booked your tickets?”

“Not personally. He consulted me on my preferences and contacted his manager who arranged everything. He was most accommodating, and I was grateful because I couldn’t bring myself to ask Liza to do it. It doesn’t look good to say I want adventure, and then to be afraid of the internet.”

Martha thought it was adorable. “How did you meet Finn Cool? I thought most celebrities were pathologically private.”

“It was rather amusing.” Kathleen picked up her glass and the bangles on her wrist jangled. “The entrance to his house is difficult to locate. I assume that’s why he chose the property. I’m forever having people knocking on my door asking where he lives.”

“That must be annoying.”

“Not at all. It’s entertaining. I once sent a grubby-looking news hack with a camera across two fields in the wrong direction.” Kathleen leaned forward. “I never trust a man flaunting a large camera lens, do you? One wonders what they’re trying to prove.”

Martha choked on her drink. “I don’t know anyone who owns a camera. Everyone uses their phones.”

“Well, he was one of those men one dislikes on sight, so I sent him on his way. But he somehow missed the notice about there being a bull in the field and had to be rescued by the farmer.”

It was the funniest story she’d heard in a while. “Did Finn Cool know?”

“Not at first. But then I rerouted a car full of young hopeful women to the next village, believing I was helping. Turned out they were guests who had been invited to one of his outrageous parties.”

“How did you find out?”

They called him for directions, and no doubt mentioned the unhelpful old lady who lived down the road. The next day he appeared at my door with a large bunch of flowers and a bottle of excellent gin to thank me for being the dragon at his gates. We drank some of the gin together in the garden and when I told him about the photographer he roared with laughter. After that we agreed that anyone who was a welcome and expected visitor would be issued with a code word that would be changed monthly. That way if someone knocked on my door and didn’t use the right word, I would send them on a long and interesting diversion.”

Martha decided she loved Kathleen. “What’s this month’s code word?”

“I’m sworn to secrecy. But he and I have an understanding. He’s not at all the way people say he is, although it’s true he does have the most enviable parties. There was one occasion when a few of his guests went for a midnight wander and ended up in my garden. Delightful women, although very economical with their clothing.”

“You mean cheap?”

“I was referring to the volume rather than the value.” Kathleen sipped her drink. “One was wearing the bottom half of a very brief bikini, and nothing else. Finn might consider it presumptuous of me to say so, but I consider us to have a friendship of sorts.”

“That’s a great story.” Was that why they’d been upgraded at the hotel? Maybe management thought Kathleen was related to Finn Cool. Hilarious. With luck they’d have rock star treatment all the way. “So you’ve been to Chicago before. How about California?”

Kathleen put her glass down. “Never.”

“This is a dream trip for you?” She could see from Kathleen’s expression that she’d asked the wrong question, and quickly moved on. “I’ve never been to America before. I’ve been to Italy. On a school trip. That’s it.”

Kathleen was staring across the skyline with a faraway look in her eyes.

“Kathleen?” Martha was tempted to snap her fingers to check that she was conscious. “Would you like another drink?”

Kathleen blinked. “I’d better not.” She picked up her empty glass. “I’m not supposed to drink with my blood pressure tablets.”

Martha thought about the three cocktails. “What happens if you do?”

“I don’t know. We might be about to find out.”

Hopefully not. “The risotto was delicious. So was the cocktail. Thank you.”

“Have another.” Kathleen waved at the cute waiter. “If you don’t misbehave when you’re twenty-five, you don’t have anything to look back on when you’re eighty. If the time comes when I’m too decrepit to travel and maintain my independence I shall spend my days traveling through my memories, and when that happens I should very much like them to be interesting. I’m sure you will feel the same.”

Martha couldn’t imagine being eighty, but she’d allowed herself to be persuaded, and she’d allowed herself to be persuaded the night after too, which was why she was now standing in front of a sports car with the aftereffects of the three cocktails still hammering away at her brain. The hot sun beat down on the shiny red sports car, making the paintwork gleam and dazzle.

She’d had two blissful evenings and had spent the whole of the day before exploring Chicago on her own because Kathleen had decided to have a quiet day before their journey began. It had been more exciting than Martha could have imagined. For a brief time her anxiety about the driving had vanished, but now it was back with a vengeance as was the sickening realization that she was about to be responsible for two lives—hers and Kathleen’s. Also the lives of anyone else who happened to be on the road in front of her.

Cade was still waiting for a response from her and she tried to focus. “What did you say again?”

“I was checking that this is really the car you want.” Cade looked between the two of them, as if he’d never seen such an unlikely pairing.

Martha didn’t blame him. She opened her mouth to say, Of course this isn’t what we want, but Kathleen was talking.

“This is perfect.” She stroked her slender wrinkled hand over the shiny surface. Her rings looked too big for her fingers. “Is it fast?”

“Fast?” The guy transferred his gum from his right cheek to his left. “Lady, this baby has a 5.0 liter V-8 engine and it’ll go from zero to sixty in under four seconds. That about fast enough for you?”

Kathleen tilted her head. “It sounds sufficient for our needs.”

The guy grinned and shook his head. “You’re really something.” He obviously thought Kathleen should be renting a wheelchair, not a high-performance car.

Martha felt out of her depth. Age was supposed to make you careful, wasn’t it? Mrs. Hartley next door never went anywhere without her walking stick. She didn’t answer the front door without checking the spy hole first.

It was clear now why Liza had looked anxious and asked so many questions.

But this was Kathleen’s trip. Surely she had a right to live life the way she wanted to? Although she didn’t have all the facts, of course. Lacking full disclosure from Martha on the quality of her driving, Kathleen had probably underestimated the risk.

“This model has redesigned cylinder heads and new crankshaft—” Cade droned on and Martha’s mind glazed over. What exactly was a quad tip dual exhaust and why did she need to know about it?

Cade opened the door and gestured. “You’ve got your sport setting, your track setting—”

Martha looked inside, relieved to see automatic transmission. P for Park and D for Drive. That was all she needed to remember. She had no intention of reversing. This journey was going to be forward all the way. In fact that could be a metaphor for her life. No going backward.

Cade straightened. “You want to take her for a ride?”

And give him visible evidence of her lack of skill? He’d probably refuse to rent it to them.

“Not right now. Let’s finish up the paperwork. We need fully comprehensive insurance.” She caught his eye. “Not that we’re going to need it, but probably best to be safe. In case someone reckless drives into us.” Like a tree. Or a post. That had been known to happen.

“Sure. That’s it? Then we’re done here.” Cade shrugged. “Any questions?”

“I have a question.” Kathleen removed her sunglasses and the wicked gleam in her eyes made Martha almost as nervous as the prospect of driving the car.

“Kathleen—”

“What’s the speed limit?”

Oh for…

“Why? Are you on the run, lady?” Cade laughed and scratched at his skin under the T-shirt. “You robbed a bank? Police chasing you?”

“No, although I did recently have dealings with the police when they came to remove a body from my kitchen.”

Cade stopped laughing. “Body?”

Body? It occurred to Martha that she really didn’t know that much about Kathleen at all. She’d talked a lot about her work, and her travels, but hadn’t revealed anything personal. She knew about Liza only because she’d met her.

She could be traveling across America with an eighty-year-old serial killer. “Kathleen? You didn’t—er—mention—”

“It slipped my mind, dear. Or perhaps subconsciously I’ve been trying to forget it. The mind has a way of blocking out trauma, doesn’t it?”

Hopefully that was true, because right now it seemed that this trip might be unforgettable for all the wrong reasons. “Tell us about the body, Kathleen.”

“It wasn’t a random body. It belonged to an intruder who entered my home in the middle of the night.”

“Oh that’s terrible.” Martha put her hand on Kathleen’s arm. “How very frightening.”

“He didn’t seem frightened. In fact, he was rather bold.”

“I meant frightening for you.”

“I know. I was teasing you.” Kathleen patted her hand. “It was the most excitement I’d had in a long time, although I admit I was lucky he was alone and inebriated. A word of advice—” she leaned closer to Cade “—if you intend to break into a house, stay sober and always take an accomplice. It’s much harder to fight off two people.”

Cade took a step back, eyes wide and staring. “Right. So—you killed him?”

“No. He is very much alive.” Kathleen frowned. “Probably because I used the eight-inch pan, and not the twelve-inch. I only use the twelve-inch if I’m frying eggs and mushrooms with my bacon.”

“Good to know.” Cade’s gaze skittered to Martha and she saw pity there. “Speed limits and general information on driving here in the US is right here in our book—” He thrust it at her. “In the trunk you’ve got your flashlight, a blanket, jumper cables, flares and a first aid kit. We advise you to always carry water, particularly when you reach the desert, and keep your phone charged although you might not have a signal of course. Everything you need is right there. And if you get into trouble—” the look on his face suggested he thought that to be highly likely “—you can call the number on the back.”

“Thank you.” Kathleen took the book and beamed. “It’s all most exciting.”

Martha wasn’t finding it exciting. Flares? Why would they need flares?

Cade cleared his throat. “So—any more questions or are we done here?”

I have a question, Martha thought.

Why, oh why, did I take this job?






8

Liza

Liza glanced at the picture of her mother raising a glass with the spectacular Chicago skyline shimmering behind her. Martha had added a quick caption: Living the dream.

It had been a thoughtful gesture on Martha’s part to send the photo, but it was making Liza take a long, hard look at her life.

Envy stabbed her in the chest and she sat down at the kitchen counter she’d been cleaning moments before.

Her world seemed gray and mundane by comparison. Her mother was surrounded by flickering candles and cocktails. Liza was confronting an empty cereal bowl.

Today was her wedding anniversary. Not that she had high expectations, but a small celebration would have been nice. It wasn’t as if they didn’t have an excuse.

Her mother didn’t need an excuse. She celebrated every moment.

How had Liza ever thought that was irresponsible? It was a good way to live life.

What had she done the night before while her mother had been drinking, laughing and watching the sun go down over Lake Michigan? She’d been catching up on ironing and doing some last-minute planning for France.

Her mother stayed in hotels. She wouldn’t even have to make her own bed. If she was engrossed in a book, she could pick up a menu and order room service. All she had to do was decide when she wanted to eat, and someone else would do all the work.

Liza stood up and threw the cleaning equipment back in the cupboard.

Enough feeling sorry for herself.

She had to find a way to be more enthused about the moment she was in, rather than always hoping that things would improve in the future. There were days when her entire life felt like a postponement. She’d waited for the twins to grow out of colic, for the nights when they started sleeping, for the day the tantrums stopped. Now she was waiting for them to move past this “difficult” teenage phase. Was there ever going to come a point where she was happy with life in the present?

Sean walked in. He was wearing a suit and was reading the news on his phone. Without lifting his head, he put his breakfast bowl on top of the counter.

That one small bowl, abandoned, seemed to symbolize her whole life.

Happy Anniversary, darling.

“The bowl doesn’t load itself into the dishwasher, you know.”

He glanced up from his phone. “It’s one bowl.”

“Someone has to put it into the dishwasher. That someone is always me.”

The article in her bag would have advised that she broached any issues calmly, expressing her concerns in a constructive way. No snappy, snide remarks. But his response made her snappy and she was tired of trying to be perfect.

Sean opened the dishwasher, put the bowl inside and closed it with a decisive click.

“Happy now?”

No, she wasn’t happy. Today was their anniversary and he’d forgotten.

He could have put a bottle of something fizzy in the fridge for later. He could have told her he was whisking her off to dinner.

“I shouldn’t have to ask, Sean.”

“Yeah, right. Sorry.” The ends of his hair were still damp from the shower. “What’s wrong?”

My mother is drinking cocktails on a roof terrace while I’m cleaning up other people’s mess.

Her mother was squeezing every last moment of joy from life. Perhaps that made her reckless or selfish, or perhaps it made her sensible.

“I spend too much time clearing up after other people, that’s all.”

“We’ll all try and help a bit more.” He flashed her a smile and dropped his phone into his pocket.

“When you say you’ll help, that still puts the responsibility squarely on me. It implies that the job is mine, but you’ll assist me. I don’t want ‘help’. I want other people to take responsibility.”

The book she’d bought had suggested she started with “I feel” and she’d messed that up again.

I feel, I feel, I feel.

“I feel taken advantage of, Sean.”

“What? Oh—that’s not good. And we’re going to talk about this. Properly.” He walked back to her and gave her a brief kiss on the cheek. She smelled the faint smell of shaving gel and felt something uncurl deep in her stomach.

It was their wedding anniversary. She should be feeling romantic, not mad.

They needed to pay more attention to each other. Perhaps that was all that was needed.

She lifted her hand on her chest. “I’m glad you said that. I think we do need to talk.”

“And we will.” He glanced at his watch. “But I have a nine o’clock meeting in the office with the pickiest client it has ever been my misfortune to work with, and I need to leave now if I’m to stand a chance of making it.”

She let her hand drop.

Is your marriage in trouble?

Yes, it definitely was.

Was she being unfair? She couldn’t expect him to blow off a meeting because she wanted to talk. He had responsibilities to his partners and clients. And any conversation they had now would be tainted by the fact that he was stressed about being late for work.

“Let’s go out for dinner tonight.” If he wasn’t going to suggest it, then she would.

“Tonight?” He looked panicked. “I have drinks after work with the partners. Didn’t I mention it?”

“No.”

“How about tomorrow? We should celebrate.”

A warmth spread through her. He hadn’t forgotten. “Celebrate?”

“Beginning of the holidays, for you and the girls at least—” He flashed her a smile. “We could go to that Italian place. The twins would love that. And tomorrow works for me because it’s Saturday and I won’t be breathing garlic over everyone at work.”

“I wasn’t planning on inviting the girls.”

“Oh—you mean a romantic night. Great.” He grabbed a protein bar from the cupboard. “Any night except tonight.”

Any night except tonight.

Their anniversary.

The warm feelings withered and died.

She watched as Sean grabbed his gym bag from the laundry room and stuffed the nut bar into a pocket on the side.

“Sean—”

“You book somewhere. Anywhere you like. Looking forward to it.” He was out through the door, leaving before she could say, I feel it would be more romantic and special if you chose somewhere.

The front door slammed behind him and she flinched as if he’d trapped her finger in it.

Happy Anniversary, Liza.

She topped up her coffee. Was she wrong to expect romance? Did every relationship feel this way after two decades and two children? For their first anniversary they’d had a weekend in Paris. They’d done it on a shoestring, staying in a seedy hotel on the Left Bank and loving every minute. For their second they’d taken a picnic to the river and spread everything out on a blanket in the shade of a weeping willow.

It had been years since they’d done something special.

Eight signs that your marriage might be in trouble.

Why was it bothering her so much? And why eight signs? Why not seven or nine? Someone had probably sat at their desk throwing out ideas and eight sounded like a good number.

Caitlin came thundering down the stairs. “Have you seen my jeans?”

“It’s a school day. No jeans.”

“Last day. We can wear what we like, remember?”

No, she hadn’t remembered. “Your jeans are in the wash. You’ll have to wear something else.”

“What?” Caitlin’s shriek brought her sister running to the top of the stairs.

“What’s wrong?”

“Mum washed my jeans! Can you believe that?”

“Thank you for washing my jeans, Mum,” Liza said, and Caitlin flushed.

“I needed them today, that’s all.”

“If you needed them, why were they in the laundry?”

“Because they needed a wash—but I thought you’d have done it by now. I put them there on Monday.”

“I’ve had a busy week too. I’m sure you can find something else to wear.”

“I wanted my jeans. I’m going to look awful in all the photos, and that will be your fault. You’re still punishing me because of the stupid party. I hate my life!” She thundered back upstairs and reappeared ten minutes later wearing a pair of thigh-length boots with bare legs and a miniskirt.

Still blindsided by the fact that her daughter thought she hadn’t washed the jeans out of spite, Liza blinked. “Where did you get those boots?”

“Jane lent them to me.”

“Well, you can give them back.” Stay calm. Do not escalate the tension. “You’re not wearing that outfit to school, last day or not. It’s inappropriate.”

Caitlin’s eyes sparked. “I know you like to control absolutely everything about our lives, but you’re not controlling what I wear. I decide. I do have a brain, you know.”

“And it would be good to see you using it.” This was exhausting and thankless. “Go and change.”

“No time.” Caitlin swung her bag over her shoulder and headed for the car.

Alice was right behind her. “Don’t start a fight,” she begged. “I can’t be late today. I’m reciting a poem, remember? Doing that is enough of a horror without being late.”

Why was she always the one who had to deal with these moments?

She’d give anything to swap places with Sean. She’d take a picky adult over a teenager in a tantrum any day.

“Can we go?” Alice tugged her sleeve. “People wear anything on their last day. No one cares.”

“Do people wear barely anything? Because that seems to be the look your sister is going for.” Liza looked at her daughter’s sleek bare thighs as she folded herself into the car.

She really ought to stand firm on this one, but Alice was right. If she stood her ground and argued they would all be late, her included. It wasn’t fair to expect her colleagues to cover her classes because her daughter was determined to make life as difficult as possible.

Shame washed over her.

She was allowing herself to be manipulated, and she’d almost given up caring. She was too tired to resist.

Defeated, she locked the front door and drove to school.

Caitlin scowled from under her fringe for the short journey and the moment Liza stopped the car she sprang out and headed through the gates, all sweet smiles and waves when she saw her friends.

“Bye, Mum.” Alice slammed the car door behind her and followed her sister.

Liza sat in the silence of the car and then glanced back at the twins. Caitlin was now convulsed with laughter, arms round her friends. Less than fifteen minutes earlier she’d behaved as if her life was over. Now she looked as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

Hurt slid into her.

Breathe, Liza, breathe.

They’d come through this phase, as they had all the others. One day she’d laugh at it. Would she?

She wanted so badly to be close to them. She’d never wanted them to think I wish I was closer to my mother, as she so often did. But they didn’t seem interested.

What was she to them? She was a chauffeur, a housekeeper, a chef.

And whose fault was that?

Liza swallowed. What had her mother said? Which part of your life is for you and no one else?

The answer was none of it.

She forced herself to take a hard, brutal look at the truth. Gradually, over time, they’d learned to expect her to do things for them. They didn’t see it as an act of love. They took advantage. Where are my jeans? Have we run out of milk?

The girls didn’t appreciate her affection or her interest. Stop the inquisition, Mum.

All she had to show for the last sixteen years of homemaking was two young women who expected her to cook their meals, do their laundry and be at their beck and call.

Right on cue, her phone rang.

Caitlin.

Liza reached out to take the call and then changed her mind. No. If she wasn’t always available, maybe the girls would start thinking for themselves.

She let the call go to voice mail and immediately felt anxious. What if it was an emergency? Or what if Caitlin wanted to apologize for her rude, selfish behavior?

Hating herself for not being stronger, she checked the message.

“Mum!” Caitlin’s voice barked down the phone. “I’ve forgotten to bring the school drama cup from home and it’s the last day. I’ll lose house points if I don’t, and everyone will hate me. I need you to drop it into reception at lunchtime.” There were giggles in the background and then the phone went dead.

Please, Mum. Thank you, Mum.

I love you, Mum.

Liza stuffed her phone into her bag.

It was time to make changes. And no doubt she’d pay a high price for that and life would be stressful for a while, but no matter how much unpleasantness her actions caused she wasn’t going to budge.

Fueled by anger and hurt, she drove to the school where she taught and arrived in the staff room just before the bell.

“One more day.” Her colleague Andrew was pouring hot water onto instant coffee. “The summer cannot come soon enough. You look stressed—everything okay?”

Everything was not okay, but she wasn’t going to say anything. She was upset, but that didn’t mean she was ready to discuss her teenagers in the staff room. Also, the conversation wouldn’t reflect well on her and she was already feeling like a bad mother without needing reinforcement from others.

“End of the school year. You know how it is.”

He probably had no idea how it was, but this was a staff room not a psychiatrist’s waiting room. Confessions weren’t appropriate.

He stirred sugar into his coffee. “You doing anything exciting this summer, Liza?”

Washing. Cleaning. Cooking. Organizing. Loading the dishwasher.

“Liza?”

She gave a start. “Sean is working on a big job right now, and then we’re going to France. You?”

“Jen and I are having two weeks touring the Greek Islands. First trip without the kids. Can’t wait.”

“You’re not taking the kids?” Liza decided she didn’t have time to wait for her coffee to cool, so she drank a glass of water instead.

“Phoebe has tennis camp, and Rory got a place on a youth orchestra so they’re both going to be away for the same two weeks. Jenny and I thought we’d make the most of it. Enjoy some couple time, you know?”

No, she didn’t know. But she’d dearly love to find out. But would that solve her problem? Maybe not. The truth was, she felt lonely. She didn’t feel close to her mother, she wasn’t close to the girls, and right now she didn’t feel close to her husband.

Andrew blew on his coffee. “Your girls doing anything this summer?”

“Two weeks of theater workshops but living at home.”

Hardly a holiday by any stretch of the imagination.

Andrew ate a chocolate chip cookie, even though it was technically still breakfast time. “You and Sean going away by yourselves?”

“No.” Even if she’d wanted to, how could they trust the girls after what had happened the last time? As it was, she was going to be doing favors for her neighbors for the rest of her life to compensate.

And she no longer had any confidence that the twins were capable of looking after themselves.

She was planning to go to Oakwood Cottage at some point in order to check on Popeye as she’d promised her mother, but she had no idea how she was going to make that work. They would all have to go, which would stress Sean who couldn’t afford to take the time off right now.

“See you later, Andrew.”

She taught her morning classes, allowing the students latitude because they were excited about it being the last day.

At lunchtime she joined her colleagues in the staff room for a final lunch.

She had three missed calls from Caitlin, all of which she ignored. If she’d had an accident the school would have called.

This was her last opportunity for adult conversation for a while, and on balance she’d rather hear about Wendy’s new herb garden than chase through lunchtime traffic to pick up the trophy Caitlin should have remembered herself.

It was time to get tough. Not by grounding them, or removing privileges as she’d done up until now, but by forcing them to take responsibility. She should have done it before now.

“I can’t believe you didn’t bring the trophy.” It was the first thing Caitlin said when she walked through the door. “I called and called. Why didn’t you pick up the phone?”

“I was teaching.”

“But you always answer the phone, in case it’s an emergency.”

“It never is an emergency.” Would Sean be home early? She could use some moral support.

And then she remembered. Drinks. Which meant that she was here alone with the girls.

Happy Anniversary, Liza.

Caitlin was still giving a performance worthy of the drama award. “I could have been bleeding to death.”

“But you weren’t.” Liza opened the fridge. “You’re the one who forgot it, Caitlin. You need to be more organized.”

“But I asked you to bring it! That’s being organized.”

Teenage logic.

“I was working.”

“But you could have driven home at lunchtime.”

No one asked her how her day had been, or how she was feeling. No one cared.

Her insides felt hollow. She missed her mother. How ridiculous was that? She wasn’t any closer to her mother than she was to her children but right now she felt closer. It was that conversation in the car. That strange, surprising conversation where her mother had been kind, and praised her. Liza had thought about it a lot. She’d come close to breaking down and telling her mother everything. Not because she was close to her mother, but because there was no one else she felt able to talk to.

She missed intimacy. She missed feeling as if she was special to someone.

Liza closed the fridge slowly. Why had she opened it? She couldn’t remember.

Her head was full of her own mistakes.

She’d been determined to create a warm, comfortable home and to be the attentive loving mother she’d dreamed of having herself, but what she’d done was create the equivalent of a five-star hotel with room service.

She was a one-woman concierge. A fixer.

And the worst part was, they didn’t even notice. They were so used to having everything done for them it never even entered their heads to do it themselves. They complained about the service. If this had been a paid position, Caitlin probably would have fired her.

She felt a moment of something close to panic. She’d been so sure—smug—that she was a much better parent than her own mother. But she’d left home able to look after herself, because she’d been doing it since she was young. It never would have crossed her mind to demand that her mother drive to fetch something she’d forgotten. She either wouldn’t have forgotten it, or she would have figured out a way to get it herself.

She’d failed her children. A parent was supposed to raise a child to be independent. Respectful of another person’s time. And what had she done? She’d raised them to yell for their mother when there was no pizza in the freezer or when a strap top had gone missing from the laundry.

How were they going to cope when they left home?

And how was she going to cope right now?

She felt as if her head was exploding. There was a crushing weight on her chest and breathing felt difficult.

The long-awaited summer stretched ahead, but it was going to be more of the same.

She would soothe and smooth until all the lives of the various members of her family were wrinkle-free. It was what she did.

“Can we order pizza tonight?” Alice pushed her sports bag into the laundry room. “As a celebration?”

“How about ordering from that amazing Thai restaurant?” Caitlin ate a yogurt from the fridge and left the empty container on the countertop. “Or maybe Indian.”

What would you like, Mum? Let’s let Mum choose.

Enough!

Ignoring the empty yogurt container, Liza walked out of the kitchen and was halfway up the stairs by the time Caitlin caught up with her.

“Mum? We’ve decided on pizza. What toppings do you want?”

Liza headed for the bedroom. “No takeaway. You and Alice can make something from the fridge.”

“What? Why?” Alarmed, Caitlin followed her into the bedroom, watching as Liza pulled out an overnight bag and started throwing in some clothes. “What are you doing? Where are you going?”

“Away.” Liza swept her toiletries out of the bathroom and into the bag without bothering to filter them.

Alice appeared in the doorway. “What’s going on?”

“Mum’s going away.”

“Right now? You never said anything. Is Dad going too?”

“No.” Liza stuffed a pair of shoes into her bag. “Dad is at a work event. And someone has to stay with you.”

“But where are you going? You never go away without Dad.”

Another thing that had to change.

Liza grabbed her keys and money. “I’m driving to Oakwood tonight.”

“Why?” Alice frowned. “Granny isn’t even there.”

“I know. Granny is probably drinking cocktails on a rooftop bar in Chicago, because she’s sensible and knows how to enjoy life.” I’m a novice at that, Liza thought, but I’m going to learn. “I’m going to check on Popeye and have some time for myself.”

She could see the girls looking at each other, trying to figure out how serious this was. For once their mother seemed to be following her own agenda, and that was so alien to them they had no idea how to handle it.

“Does Dad know you’re going?”

“I’m going to write him a note right now.” She snatched a pen from her bag and found a scrap of paper.

Sean, I’ve decided to go to Oakwood. I want to check on the house, the cat, and spend some time there. She almost scribbled, keep an eye on the girls, but then remembered she was going to stop organizing other people’s lives. Let him decide whether he needed to keep an eye on them, or not. Should she wish him Happy Anniversary? No, that would be petty, and he might think this was all about the fact he’d forgotten when it went so much deeper than that. Instead she signed off Love Liza x.

She left the note on the pillow, proud that she hadn’t given way to her inner toddler who was ready to yell, You forgot our anniversary.

Caitlin looked alarmed. “But what are we supposed to do?”

“Do about what?” Liza transferred her purse, phone and car keys to a bag that didn’t remind her of work. Did she have everything she needed? Probably not, but the most important thing was to leave before she changed her mind. Her sense of responsibility was already tapping on the edges of her conscience. Hello, remember me?

Liza ignored the tapping. Just because someone knocked on the door, didn’t mean you had to open it.

“We have lots going on this week,” Caitlin said. “Summer activities. You always drive us. What about lunches?”

“Figure it out. Think of it as another summer activity, only instead of learning tennis, or drama, you’ll be learning self-sufficiency.” Liza grabbed the books she’d been saving for France and tucked them into her bag.

“But the difference is that tennis and drama are, like, fun.”

“Life can’t always be fun. There’s a lesson right there. A good life is a balance between doing what you have to do and what you want to do. I’m sure you’re both going to rise to the challenge.” And so was she. She was going to take a close look at the balance in her own life.

“But if you’re not cooking and we can’t order pizza, what do we eat tonight?”

“That’s up to you.” For the first time she was giving them neither the menu, nor the ingredients. “Be creative.”

“We’ll probably die of malnutrition.” Caitlin, the drama queen.

“I doubt that.” Liza carried her bag to the door. Was this too extreme? Was she overreacting? By leaving them to cope alone would she simply increase her workload when she returned?

“But when will you be back?” Alice added her voice to her sister’s. “There’s always so much to do before our holiday.”

Liza paused in the doorway. “And I’m the one who does all of it. Right now, I’m not sure I have the energy.”

Ignoring Alice’s shocked expression, she headed down the stairs and opened the front door. The car sat in the drive like a friend, waiting to whisk her away. On impulse she opened the garage, pulled out a large box and loaded it into the car.

Alice and Caitlin hovered on the doorstep.

“You said you didn’t trust us after what happened last time.”

They didn’t want her to leave, but Liza knew that right now that had less to do with affection and more to do with the fact that she was inconveniencing them.

“You think I’m controlling, and you want me to leave you alone so that’s what I’m doing. Consider this to be an advanced course in Looking After Yourself. I expect you to graduate with top marks.”

“But—” Alice looked alarmed. “You’ll be back for France, right?”

Would she?

Liza slung her bag into the car and slid into the driver’s seat, feeling liberated. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she had only herself to think about.

She turned off her phone.

“Wait!” Caitlin hammered on her window. “You didn’t answer the question about France.”

Because she didn’t have the answer. All she knew for sure was that she needed to get away. She needed to do something for herself. And so far that felt good.

Liza opened the window a crack. “Behave yourselves.”

With a quick wave to the girls, she reversed out of the drive.

Next stop Oakwood Cottage.

Her mother wasn’t the only one going on a road trip. Hers might not be considered glamorous by comparison, but right now it felt like the biggest adventure of her life.

Happy Anniversary, Liza.
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Kathleen

CHICAGO~PONTIAC

At the same time Liza was leaving on her road trip, Kathleen and Martha were leaving on theirs.

Kathleen was unsure whether to attribute the throbbing in her head to her rather reckless ingestion of alcohol or the six-hour time difference. Either way she was secretly relieved to be leaving Chicago behind after two nights. It was all so large and loud and contributed to an excess of stimulation which did nothing to ease her headache.

Martha had spent the free day sightseeing while Kathleen had stayed in the hotel and enjoyed the city from the relative peace of her balcony, her comfort enhanced by the delightful young man who brought her room service order.

Peace had been shattered when Martha had burst back into the room (on the fourth attempt because she seemed not to have a natural affinity to key cards), bubbling with stories and excitement. She’d seen this, been there, tasted this, met this person, did Kathleen know that…

She’d talked nonstop, while devouring the remains of Kathleen’s afternoon tea. Kathleen had found her breathless enthusiasm surprisingly invigorating. How could one feel flat and old around Martha, who seemed to exude not only youth but a certain naive innocence? It was as if she was seeing the world for the first time.

Listening to her, Kathleen wasn’t sure that she’d ever felt quite the same level of enthusiasm for tall glass skyscrapers that Martha seemed to feel, but she gave what she hoped were suitably encouraging responses. Yes, it was an unbelievable amount of glass. No, it probably didn’t mean that everyone in the city liked looking at their own reflection. Yes, it really was true that the lake froze in winter—Kathleen had witnessed it. Yes, it most certainly was called the Windy City for a reason.

Martha’s enthusiasm had continued unabated throughout their predinner cocktails and then through their meal. She ordered the lobster risotto for a second time because, as she informed Kathleen in a serious tone, she was never likely to get a chance to eat it again and anyway you could never have too much of a good thing.

Was that true?

Kathleen, who had turned down a third cocktail under the suspicion that she may indeed have had too much of a good thing, wasn’t so sure.

Like a long-life battery, Martha had eventually run out of energy and taken her flagging self to bed where no doubt she had slept the enviably deep sleep of the young.

Kathleen, to whom sleep never came easily, had turned and wriggled, plumped the unfamiliar pillow and eventually dozed, floating on a dream of past memories.

Today was the first day of her longed-for road trip and she felt as if she was dragging every one of her eighty years along with her. Maybe it had been a mistake to indulge in cocktails. On the other hand it had been a memorable experience and she’d always believed in living in the present. When she’d been filming The Summer Seekers she and the crew had started each trip with a celebration.

She felt a pang of nostalgia for those days.

Traveling for the show had meant stepping into an alternate reality. There had been a sense of life suspended, their enjoyment intensified because they all knew it wasn’t going to last. Eventually they’d had to emerge from the bubble and return to real life and the collision between their carefully constructed temporary world and the real world had been jarring. It had always taken Kathleen a while to adjust. Liza would demand time and attention from the moment she stepped through the door, while part of her had still been inhabiting the other half of her life. She’d felt disconnected and disorientated as she’d made the change from one life to another, and frequently she’d missed a step.

She was uncomfortably aware that she hadn’t been the best mother. She’d married late in life, and pregnancy had come as a surprise. Her first reaction when the midwife had put Liza into her arms had been one of terror. A baby was more than a baby. It was responsibility, a lifetime of worry and a love so huge it threatened to burst out of you at inconvenient moments.

And there was no going back. It didn’t matter that she didn’t feel qualified, or that she knew she lacked the essential skills. Reliability, constancy and the ability to be present—that wasn’t who she was. If things had gone differently for her earlier in her twenties when she was still romantic and idealistic then maybe she would have slid more comfortably into the role, but life had shaped her differently. She’d navigated life alone successfully for almost four decades, so marriage had seemed like a big step which was why Brian had gone down on one knee three times before she’d said yes.

And then Liza arrived.

She’d felt as if her life, who she really was, had been permanently hijacked.

Confident and in control in her working life, in the role of parent she’d felt like an imposter. She wasn’t good at sharing herself emotionally. Brian had understood that. He’d understood all of it and given her the space she needed. But with her daughter she’d kept a large part of herself locked away.

Was that why Liza allowed her life to be consumed by the demands of her family? Was she compensating for Kathleen’s deficiencies?

The thought added further discomfort to her already-throbbing head.

She couldn’t forget that moment at the airport. Liza had hugged her so tightly she’d thought her ribs might crack. I love you.

Kathleen had patted her, unable to shake the feeling that she was failing her daughter again.

What was Liza doing now? She almost wished she hadn’t stayed with them before her trip because now her daughter was constantly on her mind. Liza was the one who put in the hard work maintaining a relationship with Kathleen too. Any deficiencies were not her fault.

Kathleen reached into her bag for her sunglasses. It was a scorching day, the sun blazing through the glass into the cool car.

Those cocktails were making her maudlin.

Presumably Martha was suffering a similar attack of regret because yesterday’s chatter and enthusiasm had been replaced by tense silence.

Her gaze was fixed intently on the road in front as if it were an enemy to be defeated. Her lips moved slightly, as she conducted a silent conversation with herself.

Kathleen realized the girl hadn’t said a word aloud since they’d climbed into the car.

Martha had checked Kathleen’s seat belt three times and would have checked it a fourth had Kathleen not pointed out calmly that they were going for a drive, not space travel, and that the heavy crush of traffic seemed to preclude any racing tendencies that might be built into their rather flashy vehicle.

“Are you all right, dear?” Kathleen had welcomed Martha’s endless, bubbly chatter. It made her feel young again and gave her something to focus on other than her aching bones and unsettling thoughts. And it wasn’t as if their verbal exchanges were deep or probing. Apart from that one innocent query about whether Kathleen had visited California, there were no uncomfortable questions to deflect. It was Kathleen’s idea of perfect conversation. But from the moment Martha had helped Kathleen into the car, she’d stopped chattering and now her eyes—slightly wild, Kathleen thought—were fixed on the road as if she was braced for catastrophe.

“I’m concentrating. It’s—busy.”

It was a city, so of course it was busy. But Kathleen didn’t believe in stating the obvious, so she stayed silent and drank in the experience. Cars thronged bumper to bumper, crawling forward to a soundtrack of shouts and blaring horns. Drivers made sudden turns without giving any prior indication of their intentions. On top of that, navigating the route had proved challenging—a fact Kathleen considered to add an extra frisson of excitement, but which had caused Martha to breathe deeply several times and had no doubt added to her stress and punctured ebullience.

And now they were creeping along the edge of Lake Michigan with the Chicago skyline towering above them.

Kathleen felt she should say something reassuring. “I’m sure it will calm down once we leave Chicago.”

“I hope so or I estimate it’s going to take us at least a year and a half to complete this road trip. Not that I’m in a hurry. Or that I don’t love driving in traffic! It’s great practice.” Martha snatched a breath. “I’m not saying I need practice. I don’t want you to be nervous. Are you nervous?”

Someone in this car was nervous, Kathleen thought. And it wasn’t her.

“Why would I be nervous? You’re an excellent driver.” She had no idea if Martha was indifferent or excellent, but after that encounter with Liza in the car on the way to the airport she’d learned that a little encouragement went a long way.

“You think so?” Martha’s hands were locked around the wheel so tightly that if it had been a living thing it would have been long dead. “If you need me to slow down, tell me.”

If they drove any slower they’d be stationary. “Drive at any pace you wish. I hope you’re finding this car enjoyable to drive?”

“Oh it’s—” Martha licked her lips. “It feels as if it would like to go fast.”

As if the car had a mind and life of its own. “You’re the one in charge.”

Martha sat up a little straighter. “Yes, I am.”

Finally they left Lake Michigan and the buzz and bustle of Chicago behind them and headed southwest out of the city. Martha’s hands gradually relaxed on the wheel. Her mouth still moved occasionally, and Kathleen managed to work out by a determined effort at lip reading that she was saying, Drive on the right.

Kathleen was reassured. A reminder was vastly preferable to a head-on collision.

They drove through the towns of Joliet, Elwood and Wilmington before crossing over the Kankakee River and continuing the journey south toward St. Louis. Each town was studded with nostalgia and quirky attractions. They passed neon signs advertising hot dogs and hamburgers, vintage diners, historic buildings and restored gas stations where they stopped to take photos in front of the shiny red gas pumps.

“I compiled a playlist,” Martha said. “But I’m thinking maybe I’ll get used to the car before adding music. Unless you’d like music. Some people hate silence.”

“Silence is underrated.” Particularly after three cocktails. “But it was thoughtful of you to put together appropriate music.”

“I’ve picked tracks for each place we’re visiting.” Martha’s focus on the road would have made a meerkat proud. Nothing escaped her attention. “Maybe later.”

Kathleen had the guidebook open on her lap, and also a notebook where she scribbled thoughts and observations. Even now, after so many years, it was instinctive to plan how she would present a place to the public. Part of her skill had been to get straight to the heart of the locality, showing what made it unique and special, knowing what would appeal and draw people in.

In her head she recorded a piece to camera.

When you hear the words road trip what do you imagine? Established in 1926, Route 66 has become one of the most famous roads in North America. There’s a reason it’s on the bucket list of so many people around the world. Over the next couple of weeks we’ll be traveling the 2,448 miles from Chicago to Santa Monica, crossing eight states and three time zones. We’ll be tasting food in historic diners, admiring murals, taking a side trip to the Grand Canyon and driving through flat planes, deserts and mountains before finally ending up on the shores of the Pacific Ocean. So join us as we take you on a journey not just through a varied landscape, but through American history.

At that point she’d smile at the camera, Dirk would yell “cut,” and they’d all celebrate with drinks in the nearest bar.

She’d prided herself on rarely needing more than one take. It helped that she always wrote the words herself.

“Are you feeling okay, Kathleen?” Martha glanced at her, the first time her eyes had left the road. “You’re quiet.”

“I was imagining how I would introduce this place if I were recording the show.”

“I’d love to see some of your shows. I’m going to see if I can find them on the internet.” Martha’s eyes were back on the road. “Do you need me to stop? Do you want a coffee?”

Kathleen checked the guidebook. “There are a few recommended stops ahead, one of which includes a particularly interesting historic diner. I presume it’s the building itself that’s historic, and not the contents of their fridge.”

The towns fell away, the road became quieter as drivers chose the faster route and each side of them were fields and farmland.

They stopped for a delicious lunch of fried chicken and Martha ate while she studied the guidebook, tracing the route with her finger.

“When we reach this point we have to decide which road to take.”

“Route 66.” Kathleen smiled her thanks as the waitress topped up their drinks.

“It’s more complicated than that because the route deviates from the original road. According to this book, there have been improvements and realignments. And there are faster routes if we want them.”

“We don’t.” Kathleen was determined to stick as closely as possible to the original historic Route 66. She wanted to savor every moment.

“It says here that there are two choices. We can drive on the road as it was in 1926 or pick the route from 1930.” Martha abandoned the book and returned to her chicken. “This is delicious. I’ve decided this trip might be all about the food. I ate this amazing slice of pizza yesterday, by the lake.”

“You mentioned it.” Five times.

“We should take the route that has the best restaurants.” Martha turned her attention back to the guidebook.

“That plan works for me. I’m enjoying myself tremendously.”

Martha looked up. “You’re enjoying yourself?” A tentative smile formed. “You’re sure?”

“It’s all thrilling.” Kathleen finished her chicken and wiped her fingers. “You have no idea how I’ve longed for this. I’m living the dream.”

“As long as my driving hasn’t turned it into a nightmare.” Martha handed her the book. “You might need to give me instructions. It says here that SatNav tries to take you on the interstate, not the old route.”

They headed back to the car and Martha eased her way cautiously from the parking lot to the road. Her lip was caught between her teeth and her knuckles were white on the wheel.

Kathleen wondered what she could do to help the girl relax.

“Tell me a little about yourself.”

“Oh—” If anything the question seemed to add to Martha’s tension. “I’m pretty boring. Nothing to tell.”

“You live with your parents?”

“Yes.”

“And is that a harmonious arrangement?”

“Harmonious? Oh, you mean do we get on? Yes.” She slowed as they reached an intersection. “Actually no, not really.”

Having discovered that Martha didn’t need much encouragement to talk, Kathleen shamelessly encouraged her. “It can’t be easy. A girl like you needs independence.”

“Needing independence and being able to afford independence are unfortunately not the same thing. Do I go right up ahead?”

Kathleen checked the map. “Yes.” She waited until Martha made the turn. “Are you close to your mother?”

“No. Are you close to Liza?”

Kathleen wished she hadn’t asked the question. “We have a satisfactory relationship.” That was true on her part. Probably not true for Liza, but she had no intention of discussing such an intimate topic with anyone. “Have you never been close to your mother?”

“No. She prefers my older sister.”

That humble confession startled Kathleen. She’d undoubtedly failed in many areas of parenting, but she was confident that if she’d had more than one child, she would have failed them equally. She wouldn’t have had a favorite.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. If I had money for every time she says Why can’t you be more like your sister, I would have been able to afford a more interesting life.”

“What exactly does your sister do that makes her so worthy of your mother’s approval?”

“She makes good choices.”

“Choices, surely, are subjective and only the person who makes those choices can comment on the quality of those decisions, and usually with the benefit of hindsight?”

“Not in my house.” The road opened up and Martha drove a little faster. “Commenting on choices is a free-for-all, providing it’s my choices we’re talking about and doing it in real time is considered normal. And she’s probably not wrong. I was doing English at college until Nanna got ill.”

Became ill, Kathleen thought, but managed not to interrupt the conversation with the correction. It was the curse of being a presenter, and of being married to an English teacher.

“What happened?”

“I came home to look after her. My mother thought I’d lost it of course, but Nanna was like a mother to me. I adored her, and not only because she made the most spectacular chocolate cake and always encouraged me to be myself. She was kind. Not enough people are kind. She never once made me feel bad about myself and I miss her horribly, even after all this time.” There was a crack in her voice and Kathleen felt a flicker of alarm.

She was interested in hearing more about Martha, but not if the revelations came with tears. She’d wanted to unlock facts, not emotions.

She reached across and patted Martha’s leg awkwardly. “Your grandmother was lucky to have someone like you.”

“Maybe. I don’t know.” Now that the roads were quieter, Martha seemed more relaxed. “I suppose in a way my mother isn’t wrong. I have struggled to get a job, although I don’t know for sure that finishing college would have helped. I probably would have ended up with even more debt and no salary to pay it off. It’s tough out there, whether you’re a graduate or not.”

Kathleen was relieved to see that Martha was back in control. “What would you like to do if you had a choice?”

“I loved working in the coffee shop, but it wasn’t the coffee part as much as the people. I liked chatting. I suppose if there was a job for a professional chatter I’d apply for that.” She grinned at Kathleen. “Vice President of Chatting. Does that exist? Hey—” she pointed “—that’s a pretty gas station by that Route 66 sign. We should stop and take your photo and send it to Liza.” She pulled over and Kathleen dutifully posed for a photograph.

Martha, she thought, needed to get a job that paid enough for her to be able to afford her own place.

“Where shall I stand?”

“Right there is good. So if you were presenting a program from here, what would you say? I’ll video you—” Martha hit a couple of buttons on her phone and held it up. “Whenever you’re ready.”

“Ready for what?”

“Ready for whatever it is you do. Take one. Action. Rolling, rolling, rolling.”

“But what will you do with it?”

“I don’t know. Send it to Liza. Keep it as a souvenir. We can talk about that later. Ready when you are. Go!”

Since the girl didn’t seem about to take no for an answer, Kathleen dutifully struck her best presenting pose.

“Look beyond the neon signs and restored gas stations, and what you find is history. In the 1920s—” She talked for about three minutes, repeating what she’d read in the guidebook and when she finished Martha gave her a strange look. “What? I had lipstick on my teeth?”

“You were incredible. Such a pro.” Martha pressed something on her phone and held it out to Kathleen. “Watch.”

Kathleen took the phone and removed her sunglasses. Was that really her? And did she really look that old?

But underneath the self-consciousness was a certain pride. She might be slower and have an excess of wrinkles, but she hadn’t lost her abilities.

“You filmed that with your phone?”

“Yes. It was a gift from my grandmother and it has a great camera. I’m going to edit this later and we’ll post it online. It’s too good not to use it. I bet we’ll get a ton of views.” Martha pocketed it. “Better get going. Still have a way to go before we get to tonight’s stop.”

They’d been driving for half an hour when Kathleen noticed Martha’s phone light up. “Someone called Steven is calling you. Would you like me to answer it?”

“No!” Martha grabbed the phone and turned it over. “Leave it.”

Interesting, Kathleen thought, that Steven was the only thing that had tempted Martha to release her grip on the wheel.

The phone stopped ringing and then immediately started again.

“He’s persistent.”

“One of his many annoying traits.” Martha pushed her hair away from her face with a shaky hand. “Sorry.”

“I have no objection to personal calls. If you want to pull over and call him back—”

“I don’t.” But Martha swerved to the side of the road and stopped the car. Breathing deeply, she grabbed her phone and switched it off. “There. No more calls. At least he can’t turn up at the motel where we’re staying so I suppose I should be grateful for small things.”

It had been a long time since Kathleen had witnessed the fallout of a bad romance, but that didn’t mean she’d forgotten how it looked. “Was he a scoundrel?”

“A sc—” Martha gave a choked laugh. “Yes. He was a real scoundrel, Kathleen. A megascoundrel. A superscoundrel.”

“Scoundrel is an adequate descriptor. Hyperbole is unnecessary. I gather he broke your heart.”

“Along with a few other things, including a teapot my grandma gave me which is something I’ll never forgive him for.”

As a tea lover, Kathleen could understand the outrage. “Describe the teapot.”

“It was white and covered in red cherries. It made me think of summer and smiling.” Martha sucked in another breath and steered the car back onto the road. “I refuse to let him intrude on my life, or this special trip.”

“Was it serious?”

“For me? Yes. For him—it turned out the answer was no. My mother took it as yet more evidence of my inability to make good choices.”

“She clearly didn’t understand scoundrels. They’re charming and convincing and they seem like a good choice at the time.” She should know. “Is he the reason you took this job?”

“What?” Martha braked sharply and Kathleen lurched forward, her seat belt locking.

She should have waited until they’d arrived at the motel before asking the question.

“I assumed you were running away from something. Or someone.”

“You—what made you think that?”

“That day you came to visit, you seemed a little—desperate. Keep your eyes on the road, dear.”

Martha was gripping the wheel. “You noticed? And you gave me the job anyway?”

“You were exactly what I needed. Someone young with enough energy to compensate for my occasional lack of it, and someone who had absolutely no reason to change their minds and go home in the middle of our trip.”

“Kathleen—”

“It was only a suspicion at first, but I’m sure now that nothing less than desperation would have persuaded you to take a job that involved driving when you clearly hate driving.”

Martha wiped sweat off her forehead and mouthed an apology to the car behind who was now leaning on his horn. Fortunately, the sign for the motel flashed up ahead and she pulled in with visible relief and parked.

“How do you know I hate driving?” She turned to Kathleen, stricken. “Am I scaring you? Am I doing something wrong?”

Kathleen was beginning to wish she hadn’t said anything. Liza had wanted her to check Martha’s license, but what she really should have done was utilize some kind of psychological test that would have revealed that her prospective driver was a seething mass of emotions. “You’re not doing anything wrong, but you don’t seem comfortable. Every time a car approaches your jaw is clenched, you lean forward in your seat and you grip the wheel until you almost cut off the blood supply to your fingers. And I don’t understand why because you are an excellent driver.”

Martha stared at her. “Excellent? You really think I’m excellent?”

“Yes. Why would you think otherwise?”

“I’m—not confident.”

“I would describe you as careful. And given that you’re driving on the wrong side of the road and sitting on the wrong side of the car in a country unfamiliar to you, I have reason to be grateful for that. The last thing I would want is some cavalier individual who harbors a secret desire to become a racing driver. Do you want to tell me why you took a job driving, when you hate driving?”

“I never said I hated driving.”

“Martha—” Kathleen was gentle “—we are spending the next few weeks in extraordinarily close quarters. It would be exhausting to keep up an act. It’s important that I understand you.”

She didn’t need, or want, Martha to understand her.

Martha tipped her head back against the seat. “You’re right. I hate driving. I find it terrifying. And I failed my test five times although in my defense I have to tell you that the last time was not my fault. And if you’d asked me outright I would have told you—I’m not a liar—but you didn’t ask so I decided not to tell you. Because I needed the job. And you seemed like a nice person. And also, you’re right—I was desperate.” The words tumbled out and left her slumped and miserable. “Are you going to fire me?”

“Why would I fire you? How would I then continue on Route 66? I can no longer drive, and my physical condition won’t allow me to push the car.”

“You could find someone else.”

“I want a driver exactly like you.”

Martha’s eyes were brimming with tears. “Rubbish, you mean?”

“There is no problem with your driving, my dear, only your confidence levels.”

Martha rummaged in her bag for a tissue. “Confidence comes from achieving something, and I’ve never achieved much. I’m a bit of a disaster.”

That emotional confession made Kathleen’s skin prickle.

If her hips weren’t so painful she might have run from the car. She’d never been one of those people who knew exactly what to say when someone was upset, so she took the bracing approach. “Nonsense. Confidence comes from knowing your own worth. From liking who you are. You’re kind, funny, smart, warm and obviously loyal. On top of that you clearly had the sense to remove yourself from the path of a scoundrel, which also makes you a woman of good judgment.”

Martha blew her nose hard. “I should have shown that judgment a lot sooner.”

“Had you known him long?”

“The scoundrel? Yes, we met at school. Dated on and off. I should have paid more attention to the off parts instead of marrying him.” She mangled the tissue. “How could I have been so stupid?”

“You were hopeful. Optimistic. Both admirable traits.” She could have been describing herself. “It’s your husband who keeps calling?”

“Ex-husband.” Martha nibbled the side of her nail. “Shocking, right? I’m twenty-five and I have no college degree, no place to live of my own and no job but I do have an ex-husband. My mother says the only thing I’m good at is giving up.”

Kathleen’s opinion of her own parental performance was improving by the minute. “You do have a job. You have this job. For the foreseeable future you also have somewhere to live.” She might not be the best at emotional support, but she was excellent at delivering practical help. “I fail to see how a college degree or similar would aid you in your current situation. How long were you married?”

Martha reached into the back of the car for her bag, tugging it between the seats so violently that she almost removed the strap. “Not long.”

The girl was clearly raw and angry and Kathleen felt a rush of sympathy.

“Are we talking months or years?”

“I left him after four days, after I found him in bed with someone. I’m a terrible cliché.”

The pain was unexpected. It tore through her, ripping at wounds that had taken decades to heal, opening up a part of her life she’d tried to forget.

She had to remind herself that this was about poor Martha, not her.

Martha glanced at her. “The divorce came through a few weeks ago.”

Say something, Kathleen. Say something.

“That must feel painful.”

“I felt terrible when it happened, but it was months ago and now I’m mostly just steaming mad, which I actually prefer. It’s easier to be mad than sad.” Martha opened her bag and dropped her phone inside. “I’m mad with him. And with myself.”

Kathleen’s mouth was dry. “Why with yourself?”

Martha shrugged. “My mother has always said I’m not a good judge of character. I guess she was right about that.”

“Why would you blame yourself for something that was patently not your fault?” Yes why, Kathleen? Why?

“I should have been less trusting. And honestly I don’t get why he’s calling me. I mean he slept with someone else, so why would he want me back?” Martha’s voice rose and Kathleen could tell that although she might be mad, she was also deeply wounded.

And no one understood that better than her.

“I’m no psychologist but it’s probably something to do with the unobtainable.” Kathleen felt a little dizzy. Her mind had been swamped by a dark cloud and she could no longer see the sun.

“Kathleen? Are you okay? Have I shocked you?”

Kathleen made a supreme effort to pull herself together. This wasn’t about her. This wasn’t her story. “One of the few advantages of being eighty, is that not much shocks you. Apart from one’s reflection in the mirror of course. That’s always startling, particularly first thing in the morning.” A joke. Well done, Kathleen. “Shall we go inside? I think I’m ready for a lie down and a nap before we sample the local delicacies, whatever they may be.”

“Corn dogs,” Martha said absently.

“You should delete his number of course.” She’d close her eyes for half an hour and try and pull herself together. Kathleen gathered up the guidebook, her glasses and her bag. “Sooner rather than later.”

“I haven’t been able to do that, but I probably should. You’re a good listener. I was worried that if you knew the truth, you wouldn’t want me to drive you.”

“I can’t imagine why you would have thought that. We women must stick together.”

Martha slid her water bottle into her bag. “You probably think I’m a coward running away. I mean, you’re so bold. Fearless. You hit an intruder with a skillet when most people would have stood there frozen. And look at you now—eighty years old and crossing America. You’re not even daunted.” Martha gave a watery grin. “You’re incredibly brave, Kathleen.”

“You’re doing it again, Martha. Hyperbole.”

“Truth. You’re the bravest person I’ve ever met. I don’t expect you to understand how it feels to want to run away.”

Kathleen clutched her bag and stared through the window. She was a fraud. A damn fraud.

Martha frowned. “Kathleen?”

She could make some vague remark and change the subject. That was what she did. She never talked about that time. Even Brian had known it was off-limits.

So why, for once, did she feel like telling the truth? What was it about this young girl that made her want to pass on the lessons learned by her experience?

“I’ve spent my life running away.” The words emerged without her permission. “It’s fair to say I’m something of an expert. You’re not the only one with a scoundrel in your past, you know.”

Oh Kathleen. You foolish, foolish woman.

Now there would be follow-up questions, none of which she intended to answer.

“You?” Martha sounded incredulous. “But you have everything sorted. You’re incredible. No man would dare treat you badly.”

Martha wasn’t a relative. There was no obligation on her to offer advice, or the benefit of her experience.

She could leave the girl to her illusions.

She glanced at her companion, intending to do exactly that and saw Martha’s swimming eyes.

Kathleen felt something tug at her. She remembered feeling that same pain, and handling it all alone.

“No one has everything ‘sorted’, Martha, whatever that means. I’m a coward.” There, she’d said it. “After my encounter with a scoundrel I made sure I protected myself from pain. It’s a human response of course.”

Maybe age didn’t give you wisdom, but it gave you the benefit of hindsight.

She couldn’t change how her life had played out. She couldn’t undo the decisions she’d made. But she could do her best to make sure Martha didn’t go down the same road.

“I may not have been afraid of living, but I was afraid of loving.” Given that she’d never spoken the words before, they were remarkably easy to say. “I’d hate to see you make the same mistake.”
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Liza

Liza woke to the sound of birdsong and the smell of fresh linen. Cool air drifted through the open window, bringing with it the scent of sea salt and honeysuckle. Her head was nestled deep in the softest pillow and for a few blissful seconds she basked in extreme comfort, and then life intruded.

She was in Oakwood Cottage.

She’d driven the whole way without stopping, with the music of her choice blaring through her speakers. She’d arrived in the dark and collapsed on top of the bed fully clothed, too drained by the whole emotional experience to do more than remove her shoes.

Despite everything, she’d fallen asleep easily and slept deeply, which at least meant she was rested for the moment of reckoning.

She sat up, braced to experience a pounding of difficult emotions.

What had she done?

She’d left her family. No, not left them. That sounded permanent, and this wasn’t permanent. But whichever way she framed it, family was everything to her and right now she should be feeling terrible. It came as a shock to discover that she wasn’t.

Last night’s feeling of panic had faded, but the hurt and loneliness was still there.

She wasn’t even sure why she’d walked out the way she had. It had been a culmination of emotional pressure that had built over the day until she’d thought she might burst. From Sean forgetting their anniversary to Caitlin demanding that she bring the cup to school in her lunch break, the whole day had been a stark reminder of all the things that were making her unhappy in her life.

She hadn’t left to make a point. She’d left because it had been necessary for her sanity.

She needed space and thinking time. Her brain wasn’t given sufficient respite from stress to figure out what she really wanted.

Still, it felt unnatural being here on her own.

She’d chosen to sleep in the bedroom she’d used as a child rather than the bigger guest room that she and Sean occupied on their visits. Why had she done that? Perhaps because it was a way of winding back time to the life she’d been living before this one. The person she’d been before the woman she was now.

The oversize map of the world was still stuck to the wall, complete with the markings she’d made with her father. Gathering dust on the shelves were all her old books, favorites that she’d never part with. Usually they were held in place by the art award she’d won at school, but that seemed to be missing.

Her mother must have stowed it away somewhere.

Feeling ridiculously disappointed that her untidy mother would choose to tidy up that particular item, she walked to the window and gazed out over the fields to the sea. This had been her view every day when she was growing up.

The sun blazed and she could feel the heat pumping into the room even though it was still early. It was going to be a scorcher.

She undressed, put her clothes in the laundry hamper and took a long shower.

Wrapped in a towel, she unzipped the bag she’d packed. She’d randomly pushed various things into the space without giving real thought to what she was going to wear.

Why on earth had she packed that shirt? She hated it.

Every item she pulled out of the bag reminded her of home and the life she wasn’t sure she liked that much. And there was nothing suitable for relaxed outdoor living during a heat wave.

In the end she picked out a fitted white shirt with shell buttons, a pair of cropped linen trousers, and stuffed everything else back in the bag. She zipped it up and stowed it under the bed.

It wasn’t only her life that needed an overhaul—her wardrobe did too.

Maybe she’d pay a visit to the boutique in the village later.

Only when she’d dried her hair did she finally switch on her phone.

She had several missed calls from Sean, and before she could decide what she was going to do about that, he called again.

She picked up, not sure what to expect from the conversation. “Hi.”

“Liza? Thank goodness. I’ve been worried sick about you.” The tone of his voice and the faint crackle told her he was calling her from the car.

“Why would you be worried about me?”

“Because you took off with no warning! I had no idea you were intending to go to Cornwall this weekend. And I feel—” The phone went dead.

“Hello?” She checked the screen to see if they were still connected. “Sean?”

“Yes. Are you there?”

“Yes. I missed what you said.” How did he feel? Had he realized he’d missed their anniversary?

She waited, determined to be relaxed and forgiving. He was busy. They both were. It was one of the many things that needed addressing.

“I feel frustrated that you did that without talking to me, without checking that the plan would work for me.”

She forced herself to breathe. She could discuss it, right here and now, but she knew what would happen. For all his faults, Sean was a good man. If she confessed how she was feeling, he’d turn the car round and head straight down to Cornwall to see her and she didn’t want that. She wanted time on her own, and for once in her life she was going to do what she wanted.

“I promised my mother I’d keep an eye on Popeye.”

“Well, the timing is bad. I am buried under work. I had to leave the house this morning before the girls were awake, and I’ll be home late so the last thing I need is to be clearing up the mess they make in the kitchen.”

Were they even capable of having a conversation that didn’t involve managing tasks and the girls? At the beginning of their relationship they’d played a game, Big Dreams, Little Dreams, sharing everything they’d hoped for, but those dreams were like an old threadbare rug. Trodden on and mostly forgotten.

“If they make a mess, they can clear it up themselves. If they need to be somewhere they can take public transport. They’re old enough to figure it out.”

“Who are you and what have you done with Liza?”

She licked her lips. “You’re always telling me we need to trust them.”

“That was before they wrecked the house. The builders are coming in this week, by the way. Can you be in on Tuesday?”

“No. Leave them a key.”

“You never leave builders in the house without supervision.”

“If you trust them then so do I?” She didn’t care about the builders.

There was a silence. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

No, but she wasn’t ready to talk about it. “I’m tired after the drive. You know how it is at the end of the school year.” She heard him curse under his breath. “Are you all right?”

“Traffic is bad. I’m going to be late.”

“Where are you going?”

“On-site meeting.”

“It’s Saturday.”

“This project is a nightmare. I don’t see how I can join you with things the way they are right now.”

The feeling of relief was swiftly swamped by guilt. What did it say about her that she was pleased that her husband couldn’t join her?

“Don’t worry.”

“Will you keep your phone on? They can call you if they have a problem.”

They’d call her for every little thing. “I can’t guarantee I’ll pick up. There’s a lot to do here and you know the signal is patchy.”

“Liza—” He sounded exasperated. “I can’t take calls at work right now. You couldn’t have chosen a worse time to do this.”

To do what? Take time for herself? “I don’t expect you to take calls.”

“I don’t understand. You worry about these kids every second of the day. You check they’ve cleaned their teeth, and taken vitamins. And now you’re refusing to be there in an emergency?”

“What I’m doing,” she said slowly, “is teaching them to problem solve and also take responsibility. Something I should have done a long time ago. If they turn to me for everything, they’ll never learn. Hope your meeting goes well.”

She ended the call and gazed across the fields to the sea, her mind battling between her needs and their needs.

With no to-do list and no people to make demands, the day stretched ahead, empty of everything except possibilities. Free time was so alien to her that she had no idea how she wanted to spend it.

Walk? Maybe she’d sit on the patio on her mother’s comfortable swing chair and read one of the books she’d been saving for her summer trip. Just because she couldn’t sip cocktails on the roof terrace of a swanky hotel in Chicago, didn’t mean she couldn’t spoil herself in other ways.

She picked up her book, made herself a coffee in the sunny kitchen and took it into the garden. The place felt strangely empty without her mother. Liza was used to seeing her bent over by the flower beds, weeding and deadheading.

Popeye wandered in front of her and she reached down to stroke him, but he whisked away from her, rejecting her attempts at affection before walking in the direction of the kitchen and his food bowl.

Was there anyone who wasn’t interested in only what she could do for them?

She fed the cat, then opened her book but found it difficult to concentrate.

She felt restless and on edge. Her instinct was to clean cupboards and dust shelves. Polish the sea spray from a few windows.

No.

She tightened her grip on her book.

She never did this. At home her reading was restricted to a few snatched pages before she fell asleep. Sitting in the sun with a book felt decadent and indulgent. It made her feel guilty. She needed to retrain herself to relax.

She struggled through a few pages and then stood up and pulled at her shirt which was already sticking to her skin. It was so hot.

The clothes she’d brought with her were scratchy and uncomfortable. She felt ready to teach a class, not sit in the sun.

Maybe there was at least something cooler in her bag, or something of her mother’s she could borrow. She went upstairs and rummaged through her mother’s dresses and was immediately transported back to childhood. Whenever Kathleen had vanished on another of her trips, Liza had sought sanctuary inside the racks of her mother’s clothes, allowing the scent to fill all the little gaps created by her absence. And here she was, doing it again even though she was past the age where she should be missing her mother.

She had her face buried in a vintage silk shirt when she heard the sound of footsteps in the kitchen.

She froze. Had she locked the back door when she’d come upstairs? Yes! She remembered turning the key. But despite that someone was in the house.

What was she going to do?

Hide? Here in the clothes? Under the bed? No, that would be the first place an intruder would look and then she’d be trapped.

She could jump out her mother’s bedroom window which faced over the fields, but then she’d probably break a leg.

Fear trapped the breath in her lungs. Her heart tried to hammer its way to freedom.

Could it be the same man who had broken in a few weeks ago? No. He’d been drunk and seeking shelter.

She stood up slowly. Her legs were shaking so badly she wasn’t sure she was capable of running anywhere even if the opportunity arose.

She heard the sound of a kitchen cupboard opening and closing.

Whoever it was didn’t seem to be making any effort to disguise his presence. Perhaps they hadn’t yet realized the house wasn’t empty.

She eased her phone out of her pocket and called the emergency services, then tiptoed into the bathroom and locked the door.

“Hello?” she whispered, terrified that any moment now the door would be smashed down. “There’s an intruder in the house. Help me.”
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Martha

ST. LOUIS~DEVIL’S ELBOW~SPRINGFIELD

“Are you sure you feel up to traveling today? You’re quiet.” Martha loaded their bags into the trunk of the car. She’d learned that they had to be loaded in the exact same order or they didn’t fit. For someone whose underwear drawer was usually a tangled mess, she was proud of her achievement. The neatly packed trunk seemed to represent something, although she wasn’t sure what. Order?

“I can confirm my wish to travel.” Kathleen clutched the small bag that she kept with her in the car at all times. “We’re on a road trip and after those delicious pancakes for breakfast I’m full of energy.”

“You mentioned that you didn’t sleep well. Probably all that talk of scoundrels.” Martha still couldn’t believe that something similar had happened to Kathleen when she was young. Kathleen’s experience had been worse, in some ways. Hearing about it had made Martha feel a little less bad about herself. If it could happen to someone like Kathleen, it could happen to anyone.

Not that she knew many of the details. All Kathleen had told her was that she’d been engaged to a man who had then had an affair with her friend. Having revealed that, she’d then cleverly deflected all follow-up questions and instead encouraged Martha to talk about herself.

She’d done so willingly. There was plenty Martha didn’t know, as her mother was always quick to point out, but she knew when someone didn’t want to talk about something.

Kathleen handed her the last of the bags. “It’s true that I didn’t sleep well, but that’s a common occurrence and nothing that should alarm you.”

Martha squashed the bag into the remaining space, closed the trunk and glanced at Kathleen. There were no outward signs that her companion was flagging. She was wearing her usual floaty, elegant layers and had taken the time to apply lipstick.

Martha felt a rush of admiration and an even bigger rush of affection. She’d known Kathleen for only a few days, but she hadn’t felt this comfortable with someone since she’d lost her grandmother. Kathleen was so easy to talk to. Warm, hilarious and delightfully frank. But she was also supportive and greeted all Martha’s tentative suggestions with so much enthusiasm that Martha found herself becoming less tentative. It made her realize she’d been living her life in defense mode, constantly on edge and ready to defend herself against her mother, her sister and Steven. Not beginning each day braced for combat was a good feeling. The knot in her stomach had eased.

And if a small part of her warned that she should have been more cautious about being so open with a stranger, she ignored it.

Was that why Kathleen had suddenly backed off?

“Are you wishing you’d never told me that personal stuff?” Martha held the car door open for Kathleen. “Because you don’t need to worry. I’m chatty, but I’m not a gossip. There’s a difference.”

“I’m aware of the distinction. And I have no regrets.”

“I know you only did it because you were trying to make me feel better. And it did.” Martha closed the door, sprinted round the car and slid into the driver’s seat.

“I’m nowhere near as kindly and unselfish as you seem to believe.” Kathleen secured her seat belt. Her hands were still elegant, even though the skin was wrinkled and darkened in places from overexposure to the sun. “I don’t fully understand why I shared my own experience. It was an impulse.”

Martha adjusted her mirror. “That’s what you said when you ordered the bacon.”

“Generally I find food impulses to have fewer immediate consequences than those of an emotional type. I do hope you’ll heed my advice and not let your lamentable experience with Scoundrel Steven influence the choices you make for the rest of your life.”

Martha hesitated. “Like you did?”

“We have done enough talking about me.” Kathleen slid her sunglasses onto her nose. “Shall we drive? That way we might stand a chance of arriving in California before I reach my hundredth decade.”

Martha snorted with laughter. “You’re so funny.”

“Your entertainment is high on my priority list, so I count that as excellent news. Drive, Martha!”

Martha discovered that the driver’s seat felt a more comfortable place than previously. She no longer felt as if it might eject her as an imposter at any moment. She was in charge, not the car. “You don’t like talking about yourself, do you?”

“I’ve already given an extensive account of my travels.”

“That, yes.” Martha checked the traffic and pulled onto the road. “But I mean emotional stuff. You don’t like talking about emotional stuff. I can tell. It’s hard for you.”

“You are perceptive.”

“I’m good at reading people. And everyone is different, aren’t they? And that’s okay. Nanna used to say that a person had to be allowed to be the way they wanted to be. Some people are chatty, some people are quiet. You can’t change that. Take me for example—” she increased her speed as they headed out of town, shifting the focus of the conversation to herself to give Kathleen some space “—my school reports were all Martha needs to concentrate more and talk less, but what no one gets is that it’s really hard for me to talk less.”

“As I am discovering.”

Martha laughed. “People never tell a quiet person to be noisier—have you ever noticed that? They never say talk more. Or why can’t you be more chatty. But for some reason people have always felt the right to tell me how I could improve myself. It’s annoying, actually.”

“I can imagine the frustration.”

“The weird thing is, I don’t chat that much at home. It’s mostly arguing about who is doing what chores.” She thought about her mother and sister. “I have a lot to say, and no one to say it to. All I get is shut up, Martha. That’s another reason I need to move out. I’m not allowed to be me.”

“You not being you would indeed be a loss to the world.”

Martha felt herself blush and glanced at her companion. “Do you mean that?”

“I may, on occasion, withhold information, but I’m not in the habit of saying things I don’t mean. The point of speech is to communicate clearly.”

Martha focused on the road. “Well, I know I communicate more frequently than the average person, so if you want me to be quiet, say so. Say, Martha, enough! I won’t be offended.”

“Your good nature is a remarkable quality, and it is my good fortune to be traveling with you.”

An expert on identifying sarcasm thanks to long experience with her family, Martha decided that Kathleen meant what she said. A feeling of contentment settled around her. She was used to spending her time around people who constantly tore her down and this was a refreshing change. “Well, I feel lucky to be traveling with you. Go me, I say! Most of my friends are busy this summer—holidays, jobs and stuff—so I was bracing myself for a lonely, miserable summer until I saw your ad for this job.” And her friends had been impressed when she’d told them about it. Less so her family, who seemed incapable of being impressed by anything she did.

“I cannot imagine you being miserable, Martha. And I’m sure someone like you has more friends than there are hours in the day to connect with them.”

Was that true? “Well, I know a lot of people—but friendship is a weird thing, isn’t it? There are friends who would drop everything to help you in a crisis—they’re like gold dust. And then friends who you meet in the pub and you chat about your week but they don’t really have a clue what’s going on in your head, or in your life. I’m not saying that’s not friendship, but it’s a different type of friendship, isn’t it? A good friend can feel like family.” In her case, better than family, but admittedly it was a pretty low bar.

“Yes. A true friend can indeed be like family.” The wistful note in Kathleen’s voice made Martha wonder.

She had a feeling that for all her reticence, Kathleen did want to talk about it. Just because you didn’t find talking easy, didn’t mean you didn’t want to do it. Like everything, it took practice.

She tried a little encouragement, promising herself she’d back off at the first sign of retreat on Kathleen’s part. “After the affair—you and Ruth lost touch?”

Kathleen shifted in her seat. “She wrote to me, but I never opened her letters.”

“I get that. You wanted to keep it in the past. Move on. Not look back. I mean, that’s human. I wish Steven was in the past.” Martha frowned. “But Ruth was your friend, so that had to be tough.”

“It was indeed a trial.” Kathleen’s voice was faint.

“I bet you missed her. But at the same time wanted to kill her. It’s hard when emotions get all mixed up like that. You don’t know what you’re supposed to feel. It’s all wrong, like—like—someone pouring chocolate sauce onto spaghetti Bolognaise. I mean, what even is that? Or like when Nanna dropped her knitting—hard to unravel the mess.”

“I prefer the knitting analogy. I don’t love having my food tampered with.”

“And you were brokenhearted, so that made it even tougher.”

“Indeed. I loved him deeply.”

Martha’s chest ached and she reached out and squeezed Kathleen’s arm. “But you moved on. I can’t tell you how much that inspires me. I was feeling all flimsy and pathetic when I came to your house that day, like a silk shirt that’s been through a hot cycle in the laundry instead of being hand washed—”

“Your analogies are continually intriguing.”

“—but hearing your story makes me feel a lot more confident. And I don’t blame you for wanting to leave it all in the past. I was the same. That was one of the reasons I called you when I saw the ad.” And she was relieved she had. If she hadn’t been desperate, there was no way she would have considered a job that involved driving, and yet here she was having the time of her life.

Kathleen clutched the bag on her lap. “I am the fortunate beneficiary of that decision.”

“I know our situation isn’t the same, though. If I’m honest, I don’t feel that brokenhearted about Steven. I was at the beginning, but mostly I felt stupid. Stupid for thinking he was the right one. Stupid for making the decision to marry him. I don’t think I would have done that if Nanna hadn’t died, but I’d known him forever and I was clinging to something familiar.”

“You have remarkable self-insight.”

“Never before the event, sadly. Only after and then it’s too late.”

“How well I understand that.”

Martha glanced at her. “You were the same? So did you burn Ruth’s letters? Cut them into pieces? If you’d rather not talk about it, that’s fine.”

“The letters currently reside in a drawer at home, along with the ring.”

Maybe she hadn’t opened the letters, Martha thought, but nor had she thrown them away. If she really didn’t want any contact ever, wouldn’t she have thrown them away?

“And you don’t know if she’s still in California? Or if they’re together?”

“I doubt they’re together. He wasn’t capable of commitment. But the letters were always postmarked California, so it seems reasonable to assume that Ruth still resides there.”

“And that’s why you looked a bit funny on that first night when I mentioned California. Going there makes you feel a bit weird. Big place though. You won’t bump into her unless you want to.” But maybe she wanted to. Was that why Kathleen had chosen this particular trip? Had she consciously, or subconsciously, been keeping her options open? Martha stifled the million questions bubbling in her brain and asked just one. “Were you very good friends?”

It took Kathleen a long time to respond and when she finally did, her voice was faint. “Yes,” she said. “The very best. We were like sisters.”

How terrible must that have been? To lose the man you were engaged to was bad enough, but to lose your best friend too?

She was starting to think her situation wasn’t so bad after all. Okay, so she was twenty-five and already divorced, which didn’t look good from the outside to people who didn’t know the whole story, but what other people thought shouldn’t matter, should it? Kathleen hadn’t made her choices based on what other people thought.

Martha lifted her chin. Be more Kathleen. That was her new motto.

Maybe she should see divorce as a life experience instead of a failure. Things happened in life, to everyone. She needed to focus more on the now, and less on the then. She was young, healthy and didn’t have kids to worry about. She didn’t have to stay in touch with Steven. She was in a position to move on, as Kathleen had.

Except Kathleen had also lost her closest friend. That was a double blow,

Martha had a sudden urge to help. Kathleen had already helped her, so the least Martha could do was repay the favor.

“If you wanted to look her up then we could.”

“I don’t want that.”

The flat-out rejection of that suggestion made Martha wonder at the pain hidden behind those words.

What exactly had happened?

Martha decided it was time for distraction. “How about some music?”

“We tried that yesterday. My ears are still in a state of recovery.”

Martha grinned. “That’s my fault for singing along. I can’t help it. I burst if I don’t sing. Forget music. How about I put the top down?” It was a hot day. The sun beamed its approval of that suggestion.

“The top of what, dear?”

“The car. We have this fancy, sexy sports car. We might as well use some of its features. It will probably blow your hair around.”

“That sounds marvelous. Do it.”

Marvelous. When had she last heard anyone use that word?

Grinning, Martha pulled over next to a field. She hit the button, fascinated by the way the roof opened. “It’s very cool.”

“I doubt it will be cool when we hit Arizona.”

Martha started the engine and saw a man gazing at them from a house across the road. She was beginning to understand that far from being everyone’s worst nightmare, this car was considered a dream. It wasn’t quite her dream, but they might get there yet.

Kathleen wound her scarf around her hair and Martha grabbed her phone and snapped a few pictures.

“You look like a glamorous movie star. And if you’re not too old for an epic road trip, I don’t see why you’d be too old to contact an old friend.” Maybe she shouldn’t have pushed, but if it was the wrong thing to do then Kathleen would tell her. If not with words, then with one of her looks.

Kathleen adjusted her sunglasses. “She’s probably dead.”

“That’s not very optimistic. She might be very much alive, and hoping to hear from you.” Martha pulled onto the road. The sun was on her face and a light breeze played with her hair.

“She probably wouldn’t even remember me.”

Martha raised an eyebrow. “When did the last letter arrive?”

“Last year.”

“So she was obviously still thinking of you then.” Martha settled herself more comfortably in the seat. The car was starting to feel familiar. She no longer had to stare at the pictures on the key for five minutes while she tried to work out how to lock and unlock the doors. True, there were still lots of buttons she hadn’t touched, but overall, she was proud of herself. “I understand why you were so reluctant to be involved with anyone else after that. But it’s funny how life works out, isn’t it?” She slowed down as they approached an intersection. “If my relationship hadn’t ended, I probably wouldn’t be here with you now having the time of my life.”

Kathleen turned her head. “Are you having the time of your life?”

“Are you kidding? This whole trip is brilliant. It’s hard even to pick out a highlight so far. I mean—Chicago was incredible. And yesterday, crossing the Mississippi River and seeing The Chain of Rocks Bridge. I loved driving through the little hamlets and passing all those corn and soybean fields. Not that I would have known what was growing if that woman hadn’t told us. Everyone is so friendly and welcoming. Oh and that hamburger! And talking to that French couple. I never realized that this route had such international appeal. I want to stay longer in each place, but at the same time I can’t wait to move on and see what’s next. I feel excited the whole time. It’s made the world seem bigger. It’s made my whole life seem bigger. It’s as if—” she struggled to explain “—my experience with Steven filled my very small world, and now my world is so much larger and filled with possibilities that he no longer dominates. He’s become a small part of my big life, instead of a big part of my small life. This has shown me how important it is to reach outside your normal world. To embrace new experiences. Does that make any sense?”

“It does. I’m glad you’re finding it all so enriching.”

Martha loved the way Kathleen talked. “It’s all thanks to you. I think you might have saved me, although you’ve also probably cost me a fortune. Now I’ve got the travel bug and I don’t have the money to subsidize my new passion, but I’ll figure something out. Maybe you’ll need a driver for your next exciting road trip.” She’d already started thinking. There was no way she was returning to her deeply unsatisfying life back home. Maybe she could work for a tour company. Or maybe she’d backpack around the world for a couple of years with nothing but a rucksack and her wits. She could work in bars or cafés. There were no rules that said you had to have a big corporate-type career or a professional qualification to enjoy life. And if her parents didn’t approve—well, tough. This was her life, not theirs. Their judgment was not going to affect her choices. That part of her life was in the past, along with Scoundrel Steven, as she now thought of him. “All I’m saying is that it’s funny how life turns out, isn’t it? Good can come from bad. If your relationship hadn’t ended you probably wouldn’t have had the career you did. Traveling the world. Making all those TV shows. You were a superstar.” She’d managed to find some clips of The Summer Seekers on the internet and she and Kathleen had watched them together the night before. “I’m talking too much.”

“I enjoy your conversation. Do continue.”

Kathleen enjoyed her conversation.

“I mean let’s say you’d married him—” Martha followed the Route 66 sign and made a right turn. “He might have cheated on you after you were married and already had two kids. That wouldn’t have been fun.”

“No fun at all.”

“It would have been harder to move on, and your options would have been limited. Instead of which you had this wonderful, exciting life and then fell in love and had kids later. That sounds good to me. Like the best of both worlds. Did Brian really have to propose three times?”

“Yes.” Kathleen’s voice was faint, as if she couldn’t quite believe she’d told Martha that.

“You probably protected yourself. Like one of those ancient castles they built in Roman times. An emotional fortress.” She glanced at Kathleen. “I’m not saying you’re crumbly or anything.”

Kathleen adjusted her glasses. “Many would consider me to be something of a ruin.”

“I think you’re great. And I understand. I’m not interested in another relationship, that’s for sure.”

“That needs to be remedied with some urgency.”

“How can you say that, when you’ve just confessed you avoided relationships?”

“We might have to entertain the possibility that I’m a hypocrite.” Kathleen reached for the little mirror she kept in her purse and checked her lipstick. “Or it could be that I don’t want you to make the mistakes I did.”

“But you had a full and happy life.”

Kathleen stared out the window. “Until I met Brian, it was lacking in intimacy. I kept myself apart from people, male and female.” The waver in her voice made Martha suspect that was a significant admission from Kathleen.

Had she ever said these things to anyone else?

“Self-protection.” Martha nodded. “That’s natural. You put your heart on ice. Like the fish counter in the supermarket where they keep it all cool. Shrimp on ice.”

“You’re comparing me to a fish?”

“Not you. Your heart. Heart and sole. Get it? Sole. Never mind. Maybe champagne on ice would have been more appropriate.” Particularly for Kathleen who seemed to drink only Earl Grey tea or bubbles. “Whatever. It was frozen.”

“It was fear. And fear narrows your choices and your life experience. I don’t want that for you. We need you to have a nice rebound relationship as soon as possible to get your confidence back.”

Martha hit the brakes, relieved there were no cars in front or behind. “A rebound relationship?” Changing the subject was one thing, but this went beyond her comfort zone. Maybe she did have a few boundaries after all.

“Yes. How would you put it? Get back on the horse.”

“Get back on—Kathleen! I can’t believe you said that.”

“We’ve already established that I say what I think, although maybe it is presumptuous of me to make such a personal observation given the length of our acquaintance.”

Martha smiled. “It’s probably because we’ve bonded so quickly.”

“Bonded?”

“I like you. I think you like me a little too, although I get that you probably won’t say so because you don’t like to talk about your emotions. And that’s fine. Probably a generation thing. But it’s not always about words, is it? Sometimes it’s how a person behaves. You want me to be happy. And that’s nice.”

Kathleen cleared her throat. “It’s true that I may have developed a certain fondness for you, Martha.”

Martha felt a pressure in her throat. “I’ve developed a fondness for you too. Weird, isn’t it? After only a few days?”

“I’ve never believed that the quality of a relationship is dependent on its length.”

Was she thinking about her friend?

“I’m the same. I’ve known my mother all my life and I don’t feel as close to her as I do to you.”

“Concentrate on the road, Martha, or the next person we meet might well be pulling us out of the ditch. We’re going to find you someone. I’ve always been very good at spotting a partner for other people. Not so good with myself.”

“That’s not true. You said yes to Brian. And honestly Kathleen, I’m very touched that you’re thinking of me, but the last thing I need now is a man. I’m still getting over the last one.”

“Let’s use an analogy. I know you like those.” Kathleen tapped her fingers on her bag. “If you eat a meal you don’t like, do you stop eating? No. You select something different from the menu. If you visit a place you don’t like, do you stop traveling? No. You choose a different destination.”

“That’s all logical but doesn’t make me inclined to throw myself back into the dating pool.”

“Not all men are like Steven.”

“But how do you find out what they’re like? I don’t trust my judgment.”

“You keep things casual until you know them better.”

“It’s easy for you to say.”

“No, it isn’t. The road, Martha! You’re driving in the middle.”

“Fox!” Martha turned the wheel and adjusted her position. “Sorry.”

“You saw a fox?”

“No, fox is an exclamation. The F word.”

Kathleen blinked. “I may be approaching fossilization, but even I know the F word doesn’t refer to an animal.”

“It does when I say it.” Martha grinned. “When I was nine I asked Nanna what the F word was. She couldn’t bear bad language, so she told me it stood for fox. I’ve been saying it ever since. It’s a habit.”

“I suppose no harm will come of it providing you’re not transporting a carload of chickens with a nervous disposition.”

“It was your fault for distracting me with all that talk about casual relationships. I hope you’re not about to grab some unsuspecting, innocent man from the next diner.”

“You don’t need someone innocent. You need someone experienced who can show you a good time.”

Martha managed not to swerve into the oncoming car. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

“I will remain alert to a suitable candidate. As you say, one never knows what opportunities life will place before you.”

Should she laugh or protest? “Well, right now I don’t need life to place a man before me, but thank you for the thought.” They were surrounded by fields, the light playing across the grass and crops. “Did Liza think you should try getting in touch with Ruth?” When Kathleen didn’t answer, Martha glanced at her. “Kathleen?”

“She doesn’t know the whole story. Only that Ruth and I were friends in college.”

“She doesn’t know that you were engaged? Or that you have letters?” Martha broke off, shocked. “None of it?”

“Liza and I don’t talk about personal things. The responsibility for that is mine.”

“Don’t feel bad about it. It’s who you are. You don’t find it easy to talk about emotional stuff. I’m sure Liza gets that.”

“I’m not sure she does. Liza has always wanted more than I felt able to give her. That’s a matter of regret for me.”

“If you can talk to me, you can talk to her.”

“Perhaps, although your delightfully unguarded nature does rather remove all barriers.”

“It’s probably different when it’s mother and daughter. I don’t talk to my mother either. Not even about neutral subjects like books. We don’t read the same thing. I like novels, and she reads magazines full of articles on how to avoid wrinkles, even though we all know that the only way to avoid wrinkles is to die before you’re thirty.”

“A sobering observation indeed.”

“My mother is nothing like you. I’m sure you could find a way to get closer to Liza. It’s never too late to do any of these things.” The traffic was lighter than it had been the day before. They drove past farms, the land stretching into the distance. “We’re stopping for lunch in a place called Devil’s Elbow. I’m going to take photographs of you and record another video so you might want to start doing your research. I think we should start a social media account for you. I’ve been wondering what to call it. It’s a shame you’re not eighty-six.”

“Why would I want to wish my life away when I have so little of it left?”

“You don’t know how much of it you have left. I mean, none of us do, do we? I could be dead tomorrow.”

“If you kept your eyes on the road the chances of living beyond that might be vastly improved for both of us.”

Martha laughed. “That was one of the things I loved about watching The Summer Seekers. You were hilarious. Anyway, as I was saying, you could live to be 106, in which case you’re only three quarters through. The best might be yet to come.”

“I doubt that, although I admit my zest for living is considerably enhanced by the prospect of pairing you up with a suitable candidate for your affections.”

“That’s not fair.” The sun was bright and Martha pulled her baseball cap farther down over her eyes. “I’m supposed to tolerate your matchmaking in order to brighten your days?”

“That would be a kind gesture.”

“I hate to disappoint you, but my affections aren’t up for grabs at the moment. As I was saying, if you were eighty-six, I could call our social media account ‘86 on 66’ or something.” Martha pondered. “Or maybe ‘86 meets 66. Or how about Old But Bold? No, that sounds rude.”

“We could call it ‘Martha finds a new man’.”

“We are not calling it that.”

“Martha’s Rebound Road Trip?”

“Maybe we’ll call it The Summer Seekers. That’s what we are. We’re seeking summer. Seeking adventure. Pick up that guidebook and start studying.” Martha felt more relaxed than she had in a long time. Kathleen’s confidence in her had boosted her self-confidence. “Don’t die of shock, but I’m starting to enjoy driving. I’m feeling happy.”

“I can tell. Your increase in speed appears to directly correlate with your elevated mood. Let me know when you hit a moment of ecstasy so that I can take the appropriate safety precautions.”

And now they were heading across Missouri on their way to Kansas with the sun on their faces and the breeze blowing their hair.

“Have you been looking at the guidebook? Is there anything in particular you’d like to see?”

Kathleen adjusted her scarf. “Yes. I’d like to see you with a man.”

“I meant sightseeing.”

“Well, that’s a sight I’d like to see.”

“Kathleen, are you going to embarrass me when we stop?”

“I aim to try. That was a pretty drive, by the way.”

Unable to shift the conversation, Martha pulled up at Devil’s Elbow and parked. “We’re going for a stroll to see the bridge and the Big Piney River and then we’ll get something to eat. We’re right in the middle of the Ozarks. Loggers used to float the logs down the river here and they had to negotiate this horrid bend, which is why it’s called Devil’s Elbow. I read that they didn’t have a barrier on the road originally. I think we both know where I would have ended up. Floating down the Big Piney River along with the logs.”

Kathleen was staring along the dusty road. “We appear to have struck lucky. And so soon! Over there—” She pointed. “That man is handsome, although no doubt you would use a different word. What would you call him? Cute?”

“I’d call him a stranger.” Was Kathleen really going to do this? Martha had assumed she was joking. “Could you at least not point?”

“How else will you know who I’ve identified? It would be terrible if you picked the wrong man.”

“Yeah, well I’m good at that.” Martha locked the car and glanced over at the man. He was leaning against a wall, deep in conversation with another man. His jeans rode snugly around strong legs and his shoulders were broad and solid. He held himself with a certain relaxed confidence that was undeniably attractive. Hot, she thought. She’d call him hot, but there was no way she was admitting that. Kathleen was already out of control. And also watching Martha closely.

“What do you think? His hair could do with a cut, and he needs a shave but he’s probably been traveling like us, so we’ll forgive him that.”

Martha slipped the car keys into her bag. “He’s too far away for me to see his face.”

“We’ll move closer.”

“No way. I’m buying us food and we’re going to walk to the river and eat there. Any preferences? Are you coming in with me?”

“I’ll stay with the car.”

When Martha came back loaded with food and drink Kathleen was deep in conversation with the man she’d identified as “cute.”

“Martha!” Kathleen waved. “Over here.”

“I’m going to kill her.” Martha tried to find a reason not to join her, but failed to find one that didn’t sound rude so she gave in to pressure and joined Kathleen and her new friend.

“Josh here was telling me that we absolutely have to stay an extra day in Arizona and see the Grand Canyon. He’s doing Route 66 too, can you believe that?”

Martha didn’t point out that since they were, in fact, on the old section of Route 66 that point was pretty obvious. Nor that they already had a visit to the Grand Canyon planned. “What a coincidence.”

His eyes crinkled at the corners and he extended a hand. “Josh Ryder. Kathleen here has been telling me all about your trip so far. Traveling with her must be an eye-opener.”

“In more ways than you can possibly imagine.”

Kathleen winked at her.

Subtlety, Martha thought, wasn’t one of her skills. “I bought us both a pulled pork sandwich. I thought we could eat it near the river. Goodbye, Josh. Safe travels.”

“Josh is hitchhiking,” Kathleen said. “Isn’t that intrepid?”

“Very.” Martha waved the bag and Josh smiled.

“Smells good.”

Okay so he was very sexy, Kathleen wasn’t wrong about that.

“I need to visit the restroom. You two young things get to know each other in my absence.” Kathleen headed away from them and Martha stared after her with exasperation, which mounted when she turned and found Josh laughing.

“It’s been a while since I was described as a ‘young thing’. She’s quite a character.”

No kidding.

“She really is.” Martha spoke through her teeth. “One of a kind.”

“She’s eighty? That’s quite something. She was telling me about your adventure.”

As long as that was all she’d told him. If she’d mentioned that Martha needed a rebound relationship Kathleen’s next adventure on Route 66 would be a dip in the Big Piney River. Forget Devil’s Elbow, it would be courtesy of Martha’s Elbow. In her ribs.

“Yes, it’s been a dream of hers to do Route 66. I applied for the job of driving her, so here we are. How about you?” She needed to fill the time until Kathleen came back, and she’d rather they talked about him than her.

“I—needed a change of scenery.” He drained a can of soda and tossed it into the bin, his aim perfect. “This seemed as good a way of getting it as any.”

Why had he needed a change of scenery? None of your business, Martha. She wasn’t interested, she really wasn’t. “You’ve come from Chicago?”

“Vermont. I was staying with friends.”

“You hitchhiked all that way? Isn’t that dangerous?”

He shrugged. “Not so far. Everyone has been friendly and helpful.”

“I suppose having muscles helps,” she said and then saw amusement in his eyes and her face grew hot. “I just meant that you probably don’t have to worry too much about—Oh never mind.”

Her mind was going in directions she didn’t want it to.

She was definitely going to kill Kathleen.

“How about you?” He leaned against the wall, as comfortable as she was uncomfortable. “How are you finding the driving?”

“It’s been great,” she lied. “A bit hair-raising in Chicago, but getting easier.”

“You have a nice set of wheels there, that’s for sure.” Josh nodded to the car and she was relieved that Kathleen had insisted on hiring a small, sporty car rather than a big SUV. There was no room for an additional passenger.

Finally Kathleen emerged and Martha decided this was her cue to end this exchange before something embarrassing happened.

“Safe travels, Josh.”

He held her gaze for a moment. “Perhaps we’ll meet again farther down the road.”

Her heart was beating a little too fast. The heat in her cheeks had nothing to do with the sun. “Yeah, maybe. Take care.” She gave an awkward smile and slid her arm into Kathleen’s, propelling her along so that she didn’t linger. “We’re walking to the river. It’s so pretty here and I want to feast my eyes on Ozark scenery.”

Kathleen didn’t protest but she did glance over her shoulder at Josh. “One wonders what a man like that is doing alone? It seems like an opportunity.”

“It seems like a warning. Maybe he’s a serial killer and he doesn’t like accomplices.” Martha handed over a bag. “Sandwich. Eat. Food will help your brain function and hopefully stop you plotting.”

“I’m enjoying plotting. And it’s beautiful here. A perfect place to stop, you clever girl.” Kathleen stared down at the sun shimmering across the surface of the river. Trees stretched into the distance and overhung the water, creating shadows and shade. “The Ozarks, you say.”

“Mmm.” Martha had a mouth full of delicious pulled pork but that didn’t stop her from enjoying the view.

They stood in companionable silence, both of them eating.

Finally Kathleen spoke. “Josh seems delightful. It’s hard to believe we struck lucky so quickly, don’t you think?”

Martha managed to swallow before she choked. “We did not strike lucky. We greeted a fellow traveler. That’s it.”

“It doesn’t look as if anyone has stopped for the poor man. We should offer him a ride.”

“Kathleen, he is not a poor man, and we are not picking up a hitchhiker.”

“Have you ever picked up a hitchhiker before?”

“Never.”

“Didn’t you say that you were ready to embrace new experiences?”

“Not that kind of new experience.” Martha wiped her fingers and scrunched up the bag. “Are you done?”

“The more I think about it, the more I’m convinced this is a wonderful idea.”

“The more I think about it, the more I’m convinced it’s the worst idea in the world.”

“But it would cheer me up. Would you really deny a frail old lady some happiness in what might be her final days?”

Martha rolled her eyes. “I do not respond to emotional blackmail. And if you carry on trying to pair me up with every man we pass, these will be your final days.”

“This convinces me that we need to be spontaneous. I hate to see you so suspicious.” Kathleen patted her on the arm. “We never really know anyone, dear. You and I both have experience that supports that.”

“Mmm.” Martha took some photographs with her phone.

“All we can do is take a chance.”

“Kathleen, this is ridiculous.” She lowered her phone. “All we know about him is that he ‘needed a change of scenery’. Maybe he murdered someone. He could be on the run.”

“But have you seen him close up? Those eyes.” Kathleen finished eating and scrunched up the bag. “What a way to go. And anyway, you’re lucky enough to be traveling with a woman who beaned an intruder with a skillet, so you should feel very safe.”

“I think that experience might have given you a slightly overinflated opinion of your own self-defense skills.”

“This is my trip—it’s up to me who I invite.”

“I’m the driver. I could go on strike.” And then Martha realized she was using all the wrong arguments. “Anyway, there is no room in the car. He tops six foot. Long legs. Not that I’ve been looking—”

“I’ve seen you looking.”

Martha sighed. “There is no way he is fitting in the back.”

“He doesn’t have to. I will fit in the back perfectly and he can sit in the front with you.”

“I’d be trapped with him.”

“Exactly! You never know—the two of you could be a perfect match.”

“That would be a miracle.”

“A good relationship doesn’t require a miracle. It requires the right person at the right time.” Kathleen slid her sunglasses onto her nose. “Onward.”
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Kathleen closed her eyes and pretended to sleep.

She hadn’t been exactly honest with Martha when she’d said she was fine. She didn’t feel fine at all. Her insides were all churned up, and it had nothing to do with the pulled pork sandwich. Thoughts and feelings that she’d managed to outrun for so many years had all finally caught up with her. They seeped past all the barriers and buried themselves in her brain where she couldn’t shake them off.

It was that conversation with Martha that had started it all. Why hadn’t she shut it down?

It was Martha, of course. Her warmth and kindness had a way of melting all Kathleen’s usual reserve. Shrimp on ice. No matter how serious the topic, Martha still managed to make Kathleen laugh.

And now she couldn’t stop thinking about Ruth.

Should she have opened those letters?

“Are you all right back there, Kathleen?” Martha glanced at her in the mirror, a dangerous glint visible in her eyes before she covered them with sunglasses. “Not too squashed?”

“Never better.” Her discomfort was caused by something less easy to fix than a lack of legroom in the rear seat.

She knew Martha was frustrated that she’d offered Josh a ride, but she was willing to weather her new friend’s disapproval if it meant coaxing Martha out of the little protective bubble she’d formed around herself. Kathleen recognized fear when she saw it. She didn’t think for one moment that Josh was a serial killer, or a threat of any kind. And the last thing Martha needed for the next month was to be closeted with an eighty-year-old, however much they enjoyed each other’s company. The girl needed youth and excitement.

But so far Martha had shown no inclination to engage their new passenger in conversation, so if this was going to happen then it was all up to Kathleen.

Fortunately she’d always been a skilled interviewer. There was no reason why she couldn’t use those skills to discover more about Josh.

“Vermont, you say. I’ve never been to Vermont, although I am partial to maple syrup. Is it home for you, Josh?”

“Home is California. I was visiting friends in Vermont.”

“And Route 66 has always been a dream of yours?”

It took him a long time to answer. “It’s something I’ve thought about doing for a while, but it’s taken me until now to do it.”

Kathleen sensed there was something he wasn’t saying.

Interesting.

Relieved to have something to focus on rather than her own problems, she waited for Martha to follow the obvious lead and ask why it had taken him until now, but Martha was silent, her eyes fixed on the road.

A silent Martha was concerning.

Kathleen could almost hear her saying, You invited him to join us, so you can make the conversation.

She sighed. It seemed she was going to have to do all the work.

“What made you suddenly decide to make this dream a reality?”

“A number of things, but it culminated in a friend pointing out that I hadn’t taken a vacation in three years.”

“Three years? Why?”

“I was busy working. I put my career first.”

So he was a man able to show commitment, Kathleen thought. That wasn’t a bad quality to have, providing he was able to apply it to other situations across his life and not only work.

“Your boss didn’t encourage you to take time off?”

There was a pause. “He didn’t see the point of vacations. He was—focused.”

“What job do you do?”

“I work in tech. I’m a computer engineer.”

Kathleen had only a vague notion of what that involved. She certainly knew too little to feel confident engaging him in conversation on the specifics. “No doubt he was one of those driven types who set up a business from his bedroom at college.”

Josh laughed. “That’s exactly what he did.”

“And no doubt upset his parents by not graduating.”

“No, he did graduate. He had too much respect for his parents and the sacrifices they’d made to throw that away.”

“He can’t be all bad then.” Kathleen was smug that she was managing to converse despite her lamentable lack of knowledge. “But I’m sure someone like that would make a difficult boss. Probably expected everyone around him to have the same drive and commitment to growing the company.”

“He had a degree of tunnel vision, that’s for sure.”

“Ambitious?”

“Definitely.”

Kathleen made a clucking sound. “He sounds rather formidable. No doubt he ran a cold, macho-like culture and treated people like machines. Balance is so important in life.” Not that she’d had much balance when she was young. She’d worked too. She’d put her work above everything, including intimacy. But that was different. She’d had a bad experience. Work had been her safe place. “But here you are taking a vacation, so what happened? Did his company eventually go bust? Was he part of the tech bubble?”

“The company was successful. Beyond his wildest dreams.”

Kathleen studied his profile thoughtfully. Then she tried to see Martha’s face but being in the back put her at a disadvantage. “But he still didn’t feel his staff should embrace work-life balance? Well, I respect your decision to leave. That can’t have been easy. Perhaps that will make him think, although people like that don’t tend to care too much about staff. And now you’re taking some time out to decide what you’re going to do, and this road trip will give you the thinking time.”

“Something like that.”

Kathleen reached out and gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “I’m sure you won’t have trouble finding another job when you’re ready. My granddaughters tell me that tech is the place to be these days.”

He smiled. “Tell me about your granddaughters.”

The road from Devil’s Elbow passed through rolling hills, the landscape thick with trees.

“My daughter has twin girls. Alice and Caitlin. They’re teenagers and at a difficult age, which doesn’t make things easy.” Poor Liza. What was she doing at the moment? Probably cooking a meal for someone or ferrying them across town to some commitment or other. “They spend their lives glued to their phones, messaging friends. In my day we saw friends in person, but I accept that I’m from a different age. A few more years and they’ll put me in a museum.”

“You’re traveling Route 66 at the age of eighty. I don’t think you’re ready for a museum yet. Do you see a lot of your granddaughters?”

“Not as much as I used to. When they were very young they loved visiting. My home is near the sea, so they’d come with their buckets and spades and make castles and eat ice cream. As they grew older they were more reluctant to leave friends behind. These days it tends to be my daughter and her husband who visit.” And her concern about that had simmered in the back of her mind since that journey to the airport.

She felt a flutter of anxiety. “Martha, when we reach our next destination perhaps you would be kind enough to send another photo and message to my daughter. Perhaps even an email.”

Martha glanced in the mirror. “Of course. I’ve been sending her loads of photos. We’ve got a relationship going.”

It was the first thing she’d said since they’d left Devil’s Elbow. Kathleen was relieved to know she was at least alive, and not only because she was the one driving.

“I expect you know a great deal about social media, Josh? Martha here has started a social media account for us, cataloguing our adventures. It’s beyond me, of course, but it’s all rather fun. We’re photographing and videoing our trip across America. In my youth I presented a rather popular travel show called The Summer Seekers.”

“You did?” Josh turned, intrigued. “Tell me about it.”

And so she did, and it turned out that Josh was a remarkably good listener, something she’d always considered to be an important quality in a man. Hopefully Martha could see that.

Was she going to talk at all?

Josh was obviously wondering the same because he glanced at her. “How about you, Martha? Are you taking the summer off?”

“I am.”

With the exception of the early part where she was becoming accustomed to the car, Martha had talked nonstop since they’d started this trip but now, when Kathleen needed her to engage Josh in conversation, she was silent. “Martha is also taking some thinking time,” she said, “so the two of you have that in common. Josh, you seem like a well-connected young man. Perhaps you have some career tips for Martha. She’s looking for a change of direction.”

Martha kept her gaze fixed on the road. “Don’t need anyone’s help, thank you.” She slammed her foot on the brake as a car pulled out. “Fox!”

Josh looked confused, and Kathleen gave a weary sigh.

“Don’t ask.”

Josh obviously realized that Martha wasn’t going to engage, because he turned back to Kathleen.

“And how about you, Kathleen? This is an ambitious trip for—” He broke off and Kathleen waved a hand.

“For someone of my age? No need to be tactful. It is ambitious in some ways, but I have dear Martha who is a wonderful driver and has kept me entertained with her chatter—” She emphasized the word slightly, in case Martha had forgotten how to speak.

“What happens when you reach California?”

Kathleen’s insides gave another lurch. Ruth. For a moment she’d forgotten, but now all those thoughts, doubts, questions and regrets were back.

What if…

Were there two more torturous words in the English language?

She’d never been a person to dwell on “what-if” but for some reason she felt as if she was unraveling. It was all Martha’s fault. Being with her had encouraged an openness that was new to Kathleen, and now she didn’t know how to close herself down again.

Josh was waiting for an answer, and she truly had no idea what answer to give.

“Kathleen hasn’t decided what to do yet.” Martha finally spoke, filling the silence. “She may spend a little time soaking up the Californian sunshine. Part of the joy of this trip is having a flexible schedule.”

Kathleen felt a rush of gratitude and affection. Dear girl. She knew exactly what Kathleen was thinking.

Josh seemed satisfied with the answer. “California is my home state, so if you need any suggestions of places to visit while you’re there, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Most kind of you.” Kathleen secured her scarf. “Do you have particular places you’re planning to see on this trip?”

“The Grand Canyon. I’m embarrassed to admit I’ve never seen it.”

“You shouldn’t be embarrassed. You’ve obviously spent too much time working, thanks to your unfeeling boss.” She glanced at Martha, but the girl had returned to a state of silence. “I’m pleased you’re finally able to explore the world a little. Don’t rush to get back to work. I was lucky of course, because travel was my work, so I did both.”

They drove through another small hamlet where the smell of barbecue filled the air, and gradually they left the hills and forest behind them.

By the time they arrived at their stop for the night Kathleen was tired and her mind was floating off in directions that normally she didn’t permit. Should she contact Ruth? No, that would be most unwise. Particularly as she hadn’t even opened the letters.

She should have read them. Or at least brought them with her. But the knowledge that they were in her bag would have weighed her down. This trip had been about making the most of the time she had, not about confronting the past.

Was Ruth even in California? Martha had said she would look her up, but really there was no way Kathleen would encourage that.

But what if she arrived home, read the letters, and then wished she’d reached out to Ruth?

She felt a rush of panic that she’d done the wrong thing.

Martha parked. “Are you all right, Kathleen?”

“Never better.” For the first time she wished she hadn’t invited Josh to join them. She might have had a short nap in the car as they were driving. As it was she was exhausted with keeping up jolly conversation, and the past kept nagging at her, ending all hope of relaxation.

To her mortification she needed Martha’s help to get out of the back of the car.

“It’s the angle,” Martha said gently, supporting Kathleen so that she could lever herself from the back seat.

“It’s the age.” Kathleen straightened and felt the world spin. She clung to Martha.

“Kathleen?” Holding her tightly, Martha aimed the key at the trunk and opened it. “Josh? Could you bring our luggage so that I can help Kathleen inside?”

Kathleen tried to steady herself. “I’ve been sitting too long, that’s all. My body has seized up. I need a moment, and then I’ll be fine.”

“You prebooked?” Josh unloaded their luggage. “Why don’t you let me go and sort out your rooms. I’ll bring your key back. Save you an extra walk to the reception desk.”

Was she really going to let a spell of dizziness stop her enjoying her trip? No, she wasn’t.

“Thank you, but we can manage. Are you staying here too, Josh?”

“That was my plan.” He picked up their cases. “And I’m grateful for the ride this far. Can I buy you dinner as a thank-you?”

All Kathleen wanted to do was lie down, but she knew that if she suggested they went without her Martha would accuse her of matchmaking.

But Martha was looking at her with concern. “I think what we need right now is to settle into our rooms and have a nice cup of Earl Grey tea before we decide about the evening. How does that sound, Kathleen?”

It sounded idyllic.

Swamped by gratitude, Kathleen slid her arm through Martha’s as they walked to reception.

Martha stroked her hand. “We’ve overdone it. Don’t you worry. You’ll feel good as new once you’ve had a nice sit down and a cuppa.”

It was remarkable how comfortable she felt with Martha.

Why were things not this easy with her own daughter? Perhaps it was because being with Liza reminded her of her own failings. Whether it was refusing to quietly relocate to a home, giving up bacon or having an emotional conversation, she felt as if she couldn’t be what Liza wanted her to be.

Martha was swift and efficient, the staff at the motel were equally efficient and in less than ten minutes Kathleen was in her room, sitting on the edge of the bed while Martha filled the kettle Kathleen had insisted on bringing from home. You couldn’t have a proper cup of tea without boiling water, and Kathleen had never trusted the machines in hotel rooms.

It was a pretty room, with views across the fields that stretched behind them. Wherever possible they’d tried to avoid staying in busy towns.

Kathleen relaxed a little. She’d be fine after a rest.

“There.” Martha put a cup of Earl Grey on the table near the bed, along with a shortbread biscuit. “I’m right next door, so I’ll go and settle in and then check on you in an hour.”

There was a tap on the open door. Josh stood there.

“How are you feeling? Is there anything you need?”

“I’m feeling good.” To prove it, Kathleen stood up and walked over to him, intending to thank him for his kindness. Halfway across the room she realized she’d made a mistake.

Her surroundings started to spin and she reached out to steady herself only to realize that there was nothing nearby that she could grab.

“Martha!” she cried out and was braced to hit the floor when strong arms caught her and broke her fall.

“You’re all right.” Josh’s voice was calm and rock steady, confirming Kathleen’s original suspicion that he was the perfect choice for Martha. She’d always considered a crisis to be a good test of a man’s character. A woman’s too, come to that.

“Put her on the bed! Kathleen?” Martha was the one who sounded panicked. “Do you have pain anywhere? I’m going to call the doctor.”

“You are not going to call the doctor. We’re going to wait for this to pass.” Kathleen lay back and closed her eyes, but the room swirled alarmingly so she opened them again.

Her tea would grow cold, and she couldn’t bear cold tea.

Was this it?

If she died here she’d never make it to California, and she’d never know what was in those letters.

Ruth.

Her old friend was the last thing on her mind before the world went black.
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Liza

Liza paused at the entrance of the lane. The beach house was set back from the road, almost impossible to find if you didn’t know where the turning was.

The house itself was protected from prying eyes and unwanted camera lenses by large iron gates, equipped with state-of-the-art security. It was the ideal property for someone high profile who didn’t want to be found.

The sun burned the back of her neck, and her feet felt hot and uncomfortable in the flat pumps she’d brought from home. The bag she was carrying smacked against her legs.

What was she doing here?

She should forget the whole thing and nurse her embarrassment in private.

She was about to walk away when a voice came through the intercom.

Liza froze.

She pictured herself being watched by a team of guards in a control room.

She’d spent the whole of Sunday feeling ridiculous and fighting the temptation to drive home. But then she decided to do what she was encouraging her children to do—take responsibility.

“Hi. I’m Liza.” She stepped closer to the camera and the intercom. “My mother owns the house down the lane—I’m staying there. I’m here to see Finn Cool, although he probably won’t—” There was a buzz and the gates opened.

“Oh. Right.”

Left with no choice, Liza walked through the gates and they closed smoothly behind her, sealing her inside.

She walked along a winding drive shaded by huge bushes of rhododendrons and azaleas, and finally the house came into view.

It was spectacular, of course, which was nothing less than she would have expected. The front seemed to be constructed almost entirely of glass, with views across sloping gardens which dropped away sharply above a small beach accessible only from this property.

How the other half lived.

She drank in the view for a few moments and then the front door opened.

She’d expected a burly bodyguard or a scary housekeeper. What she hadn’t expected was to see Finn Cool himself, lounging against the door frame.

With his lean, handsome face and sleepy eyes he looked as dissolute and dangerous as he had when she’d first seen him in her kitchen, although at the time she’d been too stressed to admire him. He was wearing board shorts and a black T-shirt. His feet were bare and his jaw shadowed. She couldn’t work out if he’d just woken up, or hadn’t bothered shaving.

“Did you come alone, or are the police following you? If so, I need to open the gate again.”

The heat in her cheeks had nothing to do with the sun. “I came to apologize for calling the police. Obviously I had no idea—I mean, my mother never mentioned you.” There wasn’t much she could say to redeem herself so she flourished the bag she’d carried all the way from the cottage. “I brought you a peace offering.” She’d spent hours wondering what to give the man who had everything, and in the end settled on something homemade. Probably another mistake, but what was one more amidst so many?

He straightened. “You beat me to it. I was planning on coming over this afternoon to apologize to you.”

“You were going to apologize to me? Why?”

“For frightening you half to death. Luckily for me you have a gentler disposition than your mother or I’d currently be lying unconscious in hospital with a dent in my skull.” He flashed her a smile. “Sorry. I should have rung the doorbell instead of walking into the kitchen, but I didn’t know anyone would be there, so I used my key.” He stood back and pushed open the door. “Come in.”

“Oh there’s no need to—I mean, I wanted to give you—” Distracted by that smile, her words tripped over each other and she walked up the steps to the door and thrust out the bag. “It’s a lemon meringue pie, and a batch of my chocolate chip cookies. Two of my specialties. I wasn’t sure what to bring.” The fact that Finn Cool had a key to her mother’s house still hadn’t quite sunk in. Why hadn’t her mother mentioned it?

“You have more than two specialties? In that case you need to call the police on me more often so I can eat my way through your repertoire. Thank you, Liza. That was thoughtful. I’d say you shouldn’t have bothered, but I never turn down food. Come into the kitchen.” He took the bag and walked into the house.

Was he being polite? Surely the last thing he wanted was a strange woman in his home.

She waited a moment and then followed him, closing the door behind her.

She had to admit she was curious about the house, and it didn’t disappoint. Light flowed through a glass atrium high above them, bouncing off acres of white floor tiles. Italian, she thought, and almost drooled with envy. The designer had played with space and color, keeping the scheme mostly white but introducing flashes of blue that gave a Mediterranean feel. Liza had more than a passing interest in interior design. She’d even explored the idea of joining Sean in his practice, but in the end they’d decided that two people working in the same business wasn’t a good idea. And teaching had meant she was able to spend more time with the girls.

But still she occasionally hankered after it. She was incapable of walking into a property and not immediately imagining how she would change the interior.

But she’d change nothing about this house.

It was a modern architectural masterpiece. Sean would have appreciated the simplicity.

Thinking of Sean created a pang. The state of her marriage was never far from her mind, gnawing at her like toothache.

All she’d had from him this morning since that one conversation was a quick text. Have you seen my blue shirt?

It had made her question whether she’d been right to delay the conversation about the way she was feeling. At some point she needed to be honest with her family, and also tell them that things needed to change. They weren’t mind readers. If they were, then they wouldn’t still be texting her expecting her to sort out all their trivial problems. But the moment she did that any chance of having breathing space would be over and she badly wanted some time to herself. She deserved this!

So she’d ignored Sean’s message, and the two from Caitlin asking about laundry.

Not one of them had asked how she was.

What would she have said?

I’m worried I might be on the verge of a breakdown, and by the way I had to call the police because there was an intruder in my kitchen but don’t worry about any of it. I’ll handle it myself because that’s what I always do.

Pushing thoughts of her family out of her head, she followed Finn Cool through to a large airy kitchen.

“This is perfect.” Although if she tried to cook here she’d burn everything because she’d be looking at the ocean views. “I feel terrible about what happened. I never should have called the police.”

“You were right to call them. Particularly after what happened with your mother.” He put the bag on the countertop. “No harm done. I had to sign a few autographs and smile for a few selfies, that’s all. I’ve dealt with worse.”

“I had no idea you knew my mother.”

“She’s a very discreet woman is Kathleen. Also a total badass.” He pulled a couple of plates out of one of the cupboards. “We’ve been friends for a while. If I was a few years older I’d marry her and believe me that’s a compliment because I’m not the marrying type.”

She wasn’t one to read gossipy newspapers or magazines, but even she knew he had an active and interesting social life. Which made it all the more bizarre that he was friends with her eighty-year-old mother.

“I can’t believe she asked you to feed her cat.” Only her mother would ask a celebrity to walk round to her house and open cat food.

“Popeye and I are best friends. He often visits.”

“You know Popeye?”

He grinned. “There aren’t many one-eyed, three-legged cats around here. I consider him an example of resilience at its finest. Nothing stops him exploring, not even my dogs. Popeye is boss of the world.” As he said the words there was a cacophony of barking, a blur of tan and black and three large German shepherd dogs streaked up from the bottom of the garden to the house.

Liza eyed them nervously as they slithered across the tiles. “Are they going to take revenge on me for calling the police?”

“More likely to lick you to death or slide into you. They hate these tiles.” He snapped his fingers and the dogs skidded to a halt, tongues lolling as they looked at him stupidly. “Sit.”

They sat, one with more reluctance than the others.

Liza looked at the rows of sharp teeth. “I’m starting to understand why you don’t need bodyguards.”

“These boys are a deterrent, that’s for sure.” He crouched down and made a fuss of the dogs and she did the same, although a little more cautiously.

One of them rolled over, exposing his tummy, and she rubbed it gently. “They’re gorgeous. What are they called? Not that I’m going to be able to tell them apart.”

“One, Two and Three. Seemed a simple way of naming them at the time. Don’t be fooled by the size of them. They’re terrified of Popeye.” He rose to his feet and so did she.

“We’re all a little terrified of Popeye. He’s the most judgmental cat I’ve ever met. And very emotionally distant.” Like her mother. “And talking of meeting, how did you get to know my mother?”

“Long story. We need food for that.” He washed his hands, then opened the bag she’d handed him and explored the contents. “I haven’t had a lemon meringue pie since I was a kid. I’ll cut us both a slice and we can take it onto the terrace.”

“I made it for you.”

“I believe in indulgence at all times, but even I can’t eat an entire pie myself.”

“You’re on your own here? I assumed you’d have lots of staff.”

“I’m the only permanent resident, although I am subject to a regular invasion from London. My long-suffering housekeeper occasionally visits and rescues me from the depths of my own mess. Her husband does the gardens and the pool. They live in the cottage five-minutes walk from here. They’re around, but not around if that makes sense. They treat me like a son, which is lucky for me.” He cut large slices. “This looks incredible.” His accent was somewhere between an American drawl and a soft Irish lilt. She decided she could listen to him talk all day.

“The eggs are organic. They’re from the Anderson farm.” Why on earth had she told him that? He probably couldn’t be less interested.

“I never eat eggs from anywhere else.” The laughter in his eyes made her flustered.

“You’re teasing me.”

“I’m not. My freezer is also full of their organic, grass-fed beef. I virtually subsidize that place, but still he takes pleasure in driving his tractor at a snail’s pace and making me late for everything. He’s determined to slow the pace of my life from turbo to tractor. He has the biggest scowl in the West Country.”

She’d expected Finn Cool to be aloof, and to try and get rid of her as quickly as possible. She hadn’t expected him to be warm and approachable. She’d smiled more since she’d walked into his house than she had in the past week. Month?

His phone rang but he ignored it. “Drink?”

“Oh—it’s far too early for me but thank you.”

“I was thinking tea or coffee.” He pulled two mugs from a cupboard. “Despite the scurrilous rumors you might hear in the village, I do try and spend at least part of the day sober.”

“I didn’t mean—” She backed away, embarrassed again. “I need to leave. This is too awkward.”

“You don’t need to leave. You need to relax. Come into the garden. It’s impossible to frown while listening to the sounds of the ocean and indulging in lemon meringue pie. Cappuccino? My machine makes the best cup you’ll ever drink.”

She accepted his offer and a few minutes later was sitting on a large terrace with the sun on her face and the sea breeze gently lifting the edges of her hair. Below them was the swimming pool, and beyond that the sea.

Palm trees shaded one side of the terrace and the dogs sped off across the lawn, rolling over each other as they played.

“It always amazes me that palm trees grow here in Cornwall. My mother has the same in the corner of her garden.”

“I know. She’s given me a lot of advice on this garden. Even a few cuttings.”

Her mother had given cuttings to a rock star.

It felt unreal. She, Liza Lewis, was sitting in what was probably the most expensive house in the west of England, with Finn Cool.

The twins would have been impressed. Except they wouldn’t have taken the time to ask her what she was doing.

It felt good to have this tiny slice of herself that no one else knew about.

“This place is incredible. Has my mother ever been here?”

“Many times.” He sliced off a piece of lemon meringue.

“I had no idea. And what I don’t understand,” Liza said, “is why she’d make such a point of insisting I come down here to keep an eye on the cat, when she knew you were keeping an eye on the cat. Why didn’t she tell me?”

“That, I can’t answer.” He devoured the lemon meringue pie as if he hadn’t seen food for a month. “Could she have had another reason for wanting you to be here?” Dark glasses made it impossible to see his expression, but she had a feeling he was watching her closely.

She thought about the tense few nights her mother had spent with them before she’d driven her to the airport. She tried to remember exactly when her mother had asked her to keep an eye on the cat.

It had been at the last minute, after a conversation about how Liza put everyone else first.

Could her mother have been intervening? No, she wouldn’t do that.

Would she?

The idea settled in her mind. “It’s possible that she wanted to encourage me to take a break. And if she’d told me you were keeping an eye on Popeye, I wouldn’t have come. Popeye was the excuse. I haven’t told her I’m here yet. I need to call her.”

Her mother had noticed that something was wrong. She’d cared enough to try and help, even if her methods were a little clumsy.

She was surprised by how good it felt.

A bird skimmed the swimming pool and fluttered away again. Bees hummed in the bushes and a bright blue butterfly fluttered around the terracotta pots that surrounded the terrace.

She felt the sun burning her face and felt more peaceful and relaxed than she had in a long time.

Finn scraped the last of the crumbs from his plate. “You need an excuse to take a break?”

“I’m not good at it.” She picked up her fork and took a small mouthful of her own pie, savoring the sharp, lemony flavor.

“What is it you do? No, wait—” he lifted a finger “—let me guess. You’re in charge of a major corporation and without you to keep it afloat thousands of people would lose their jobs.”

This time he was definitely teasing her.

“I’m an art teacher.”

He pushed his plate away. “I’m surprised. You have a corporate look about you. I see you working in a glass skyscraper in the city, not a studio. I wouldn’t have guessed artist in a million years.”

“I’m not really an artist. Not anymore.” Laying claim to that title would have made her feel like a fraud. “I haven’t painted anything in a long time. I teach others to paint.” She taught them about space and form, about tone and texture, about color.

“But presumably there was a time when you painted yourself?”

“Yes. I loved it.”

“Then why don’t you consider yourself to be an artist?”

Liza considered. “An artist is someone who creates art, and I’m not doing that.”

“Why not?”

The question created a layer of intimacy that was at odds with their brief and casual acquaintance.

“It was squeezed out by other things. And you’ll probably say that we can always make time for something we want to do, but—”

“No, I understand. Creativity requires space and time, and those two things are in short supply in the world we live in. Your brain is crushed under the weight of mundane demands.” He steered a wasp away from the table. “Being overwhelmed can zap every last drop of creativity from your cells.”

How could this man who didn’t know her, understand so perfectly? “You sound as if you know.”

“Why do you think I’m living here? Although I also have the advantage of being intrinsically selfish, which helps.” He gave a half smile and stood up. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”

She followed him across the terrace, down steps to the tranquil pool area and then across the lawns to the sea. A small sandy path led steeply down to the small beach protected on both sides by cliffs. Here the Atlantic Ocean crashed onto the shore, surging forward and then retreating. The rhythm was mesmerizing, the wildness a contrast to the sheltered stretch of beach on the estuary near Oakwood Cottage with its sun-drenched sand dunes.

“I didn’t even know this existed.”

“It was the reason I bought the house.” He headed down the path and she followed.

Halfway down they passed a life preserver, secured to a post.

He gestured to it. “In case someone goes for a midnight dip during one of the many wild, drunken parties I’m rumored to throw between these walls.”

She trod carefully, trying not to slip. “I’ve seen the way you drive your car, so at least some of the rumors are true.”

He flashed her a grin. “Cars are my vice.”

“The roads around here are frustratingly twisty and narrow for a fast car.”

“The problem isn’t the roads. It’s the other drivers.”

The dogs bounded past her and would have knocked her off balance if he hadn’t shot out a hand to steady her.

“Sorry. They have no concept of civilized behavior. They forget we don’t all balance on four legs.” He kept hold of her hand as they headed down the path and she was conscious of his fingers, wrapped tightly around hers. She felt as if she should tug her hand away, but left it there until they reached the bottom of the path.

Liza slid off her shoes and felt instant relief as her bare feet touched the soft sand. The beach was secluded and private. It was like stepping into another world.

“Do people ever climb over the cliffs?”

“No. Too steep. They try coming across the fields but fortunately the farmer keeps his bull two fields across in that direction—” he waved an arm “—so that’s a kind of built-in security. They can come by road, but I have Kathleen to protect me from that.”

Liza closed her eyes briefly and breathed in salt air and sunshine. Her usual daily view was buildings and streets choked with traffic and people. Her soundtrack was engines, car horns, airplanes overhead. Now there was nothing but sea, sky and seabirds.

She opened her eyes. “How does my mother protect you?”

“She has numerous interesting strategies. She misdirects people. Sends them across country, or to the next village. Occasionally she pretends to be deaf and lets them shout louder and louder until they give up.” He took off his glasses. His hair was tangled and tousled from the breeze, his eyes were bright with laughter. “She’s never told you?”

“Would it damage your ego to tell you that she barely mentions you?”

His smile deepened. “It would confirm my suspicion that she’s probably the best neighbor on the planet.”

Liza rolled up the bottom of her trousers. The pale skin around her feet and ankles was evidence that she hadn’t stayed still long enough for her skin to see the sun. She needed to do something about that, and she definitely needed to do something about her wardrobe which was entirely unsuited to relaxation or beach life.

“How often do you see her?”

“Most weeks when I’m here.” He stooped to pick up a shell. “We drink coffee in her garden, or she comes up here to swim in the pool and we have a glass of something cold afterward.”

“Every week?” Liza couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “She swims in your pool?”

“She used to swim twice a day in the sea, but after she had that dizzy spell I persuaded her that the pool was safer.”

Dizzy spell?

If she asked him for details he’d think she was a terrible daughter. And there was no point in asking herself why her mother hadn’t mentioned it. She would have been afraid Liza would have lectured her on safety. And no doubt she would have done exactly that.

Maybe she was a terrible daughter. She’d been trying to help and protect, but in doing so had cut herself off from a large part of her mother’s life. Her constant urging to stay safe didn’t have any impact on her mother, who always did exactly as she pleased. All it did was encourage her to keep things from Liza, to avoid any fuss. But it seemed she didn’t keep things from Finn.

“She took your advice and stopped swimming in the sea?”

“Not at first, but I told her that if her body were to wash up on the shore one evening she might ruin one of my beach parties. She laughed and agreed to use the pool instead.” He glanced at her. “Glenys, my housekeeper, is always around when she uses the pool so she’s safe enough.”

Liza tried to think of a time she and her mother had shared a conversation that made them both laugh.

“You’re fond of her.”

He shrugged. “I don’t have parents or grandparents alive. I guess I see Kathleen as someone older and wiser.”

“Really?” That wasn’t how she saw her mother at all. “I tend to think of her as reckless. She gives me constant anxiety attacks.”

“I guess it’s different when it’s your mother.” He walked to the water. “Has she always been the way she is?”

“Stubborn?”

“I was going to say adventurous. Bold.”

“I suppose so, yes.”

“Must have made for an interesting childhood.”

It had made for a lonely childhood. But that wasn’t something she intended to discuss with Finn Cool.

“I always got good grades in geography. I’m the person you want on your team in a pub quiz.”

“I watched a few of her old shows on the internet. Incredible. She had such presence.”

She hadn’t watched The Summer Seekers since she was a child. They reminded her of absences. “She has them all on DVD.”

“You’re kidding.” The breeze had blown strands of hair across his face. “But they would have been shot on 16mm film, surely?”

“I don’t know. All I know is that they gave them to her on DVD as a gift on her sixtieth birthday.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That’s quite a gift. On the other hand she was something of a legend. I bet they all adored her. She must have been fun to work with. Are those DVDs in the house?”

Was he expecting her to invite him over? And how would she feel watching them? She’d always felt mildly resentful of The Summer Seekers. As a child she’d felt it was competition for her mother’s time and affection. “I don’t know where she keeps them, but I can ask.”

“You should keep them under lock and key. They’re probably collector’s items.” He turned to look at the sea, his gaze fixed on the horizon. “She knows how to live life. And she never conforms to society’s expectations. She was presenting long after other people would have been pushed aside, presumably because she was irreplaceable at the time. And look at her now—most people would expect her to be living in some sort of residential accommodation, and she’s traveling across America.” His shoulders shook with silent laughter. “She’s amazing. She knows how to hunt down every last delicious crumb of happiness and devour it. Most people tread those crumbs into the carpet. You must be pleased that she’s still so active and engaged in life.”

She felt guilty that she’d ever considered trying to persuade her mother to move out of the house. “Her lifestyle causes me anxiety.” And she’d been thinking about herself, not Kathleen. In her own way she’d been as selfish as the twins.

“She’s lucky to have a caring daughter like you.”

Was she? She had a feeling Kathleen would have chosen an adventure-seeking, globe-trotting daughter.

There had been a reason she hadn’t wanted Liza to drive her on her special trip.

She changed the subject. “Martha sent me a photo of her sipping cocktails on a roof terrace in Chicago.” She showed him the photo on her phone and he took it from her, shaded the screen with his hand.

“Brilliant. Are there more?”

She leaned across and swiped. “Martha took a photograph of the car.”

His smile widened. “Well, dammit—she went ahead and rented the Ford Mustang.”

“You knew she was planning to rent a sports car?”

“She asked me about cars. Wanted to know what I’d rent if I was doing that trip. Easy enough to answer, because I’ve done that trip—in that car.” He handed the phone back to her. “She’ll have the best time. So who is Martha?”

“Martha is a stranger who she hired without even checking references. Typical of my mother.” But in fact Martha had proved to be thoughtful. She was sending photos every day, along with amusing updates and videos. It seemed her mother had chosen her companion well. “You seem to know a lot about her trip.”

He hesitated. “She didn’t talk to you about the planning?”

“No. I kept waiting for her to ask for help because she hates the internet, but she never did.” She paused. “What are you not telling me?”

“She’s discreet. I feel I should be too.” He rubbed his hand over his jaw. “My team helped her with the arrangements. As you say, she’s not that comfortable with the internet.”

“You booked it? Why didn’t she ask me? I would have done it.”

“I offered. I would have been offended if she’d refused.”

“I suppose that explains why she stayed in the Presidential Suite in Chicago.”

“They gave her that? I hoped they would, but it always depends who else is staying of course.”

“It was thoughtful of you.” She tried not to be hurt that her mother hadn’t turned to her for help. “I misjudged you. I thought you were a complete rogue.”

“Rogue? I’ve never actually heard someone use that word outside a costume drama.” He leaned closer, a wicked gleam in his eyes. “I am a rogue, Liza. I’m selfish, and if I’ve done something that helped someone it probably benefited me too.”

She couldn’t imagine how helping her mother could have helped him.

They walked across the sand until they reached the water’s edge.

“Tide is coming in. I could sit here and watch it all day. Sometimes I do just that.” He stooped and picked up another shell. “I hadn’t written anything in a year when I found this place.”

“You mean music?” Liza was embarrassed that she knew more about his reputation than his music.

“Music and lyrics.” He turned the shell over and rubbed at the sandy interior. “It’s a funny thing. You can sit forever and try and force yourself to produce something. Hard work always plays a part, but in the end it’s about a magical something that’s as delicate as the new shoots of a plant. And you can’t force that. You’re an artist. You understand.”

Oh yes, she understood. “I’ve told you, I’m a teacher. I don’t think of myself as an artist.”

“Presumably you thought of yourself that way once?”

She remembered the days when she’d slept with her sketchbook under her pillow. She’d wake at dawn, take her paints down to the beach and sit on the cool damp sand trying to capture the beauty of what she was seeing. It had been her way of channeling all the emotions she couldn’t express in other ways and it had been the one thing about her that had attracted the interest of her mother. They’d never baked together or done any of the things mothers and daughters often did, but Kathleen had always showed interest in Liza’s art. When Liza had won the art award at school her mother had turned up and clapped loudly. Given how rare it was for her mother to appear at a school event, it had been Liza’s proudest moment. That award represented so much more than a recognition of her art, which was why she was so disappointed that her mother had packed it away.

“Yes.” She forced her attention back to the present. “I thought of myself that way.”

“What medium did you work in?”

“Everything. Early on I painted in oils, but later I tended to paint more with watercolor and then pastels. Acrylic, occasionally. I dabbled in mixed medium and I still love to sketch.”

“Do you have any photographs of your work? I’d love to see what you do.”

No one had showed interest in her paintings for years. “I don’t—oh wait—” She brought up a website on her phone. “Years ago I painted a series of oils that they exhibited in a small gallery near here. They still have the photos on their website. Goodness knows why.”

He took the phone from her and was silent long enough for her to wish she hadn’t shown him.

“They’re probably not to your taste, and it was a long time ago—”

“These are stunning. I can smell the sea. The depth of color. And the way you’ve captured the movement of the waves—I bet they all sold?”

“Yes.”

He handed her phone back. “Do you accept commissions?”

“I told you—I haven’t painted anything for years.”

“So maybe it’s time. And what better place to start again?” He rubbed at the shell in his hand. “Do you miss painting?”

“Yes, although I hadn’t thought about it in a while.” But now she was thinking about it. “It would feel selfish to paint when life is so busy.”

“I would call it self-care. We need to make time for the things that are important to us. Here—” He handed her the shell. “Inspiration. You can put it in your studio.”

She slipped the shell into her pocket, feeling as if he’d given her something special and significant. “I don’t have a studio.”

“Where do you prefer to paint?”

“When I was younger I’d paint in the summerhouse at the bottom of my mother’s garden. Big windows. North light. In London, we don’t have the space.” She wasn’t used to talking about herself. Uncomfortable, she bent and rolled her trousers up further and waded into the sea until the water rushed past her ankles. “Is this where you do your best work?”

“Here and Ireland. I have a place in Galway. It belonged to my grandparents on my mother’s side.”

“You’re Irish?”

“American Irish. I was born in California, but we moved back to Galway for a few years when I was in my teens. That was when I got serious about music.” The tide swirled up around his calves. “How about you? Your family aren’t here with you?”

“No. Sean is an architect and he’s in the middle of a big project. And the last thing my twin girls need is to be dragged down to the middle of nowhere.” She didn’t confess that she’d all but run away from them. Or that the girls would have taken the first high-speed train down to the West Country if they’d thought there was a chance of meeting Finn Cool in person.

“Is that why you look sad?”

“I look sad?”

He lifted his hand and brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “Yes. Or maybe it would be more accurate to say you’re trying hard not to look sad. Also, you’re not painting. Or drawing. Or sculpting. Whatever your chosen form of expression is. And an artist not creating art, is never a good thing. If that part of you lies dormant, you become a shadow of yourself.”

How could this man, this stranger, see something that Sean hadn’t?

When had Sean last asked her what she wanted? When had he last looked at her the way Finn was looking at her now, with such close attention and interest? Was it simply that familiarity blinded a person? Did people see what they’d always seen, rather than what was there?

“I’m tired, that’s all.” Tired. Hurt. Confused.

“Then it’s a good thing Kathleen encouraged you to take a break.”

She sensed that some sort of response was needed, so she kept it neutral. “Family life can be all consuming, especially when you have teenagers. I don’t expect you to understand.”

“I understand. Why do you think I’m single?” His smile was so compelling she found herself smiling back.

“I thought maybe you stayed single so that you could cause the maximum amount of gossip amongst the locals.”

“There is pleasure in that, I admit.” He waded a little deeper. “Do you want to swim?”

“Here? Now?”

“Why not?”

“I’m not dressed for it.”

“I wasn’t suggesting you swim in your clothes. Leave them on the beach. Keep your underwear on if you’re shy.” He said it so casually that for a brief moment she considered it.

Then she came to her senses.

“You’re being ridiculous.”

“Swimming is the most natural thing in the world. And swimming in the sea is the best feeling. What’s ridiculous about it?” He studied her. “Do you ever do anything spontaneous, Liza?”

“No.” Although coming to Oakwood Cottage had been spontaneous. And so had her decision to visit him today to apologize in person. Both actions had required her to dig deep. “Occasionally.”

“And how does it turn out when you do?” He was standing disturbingly close to her, and she took a step back, flustered by his teasing.

“I’m not sure. Ask me in another week.” Instantly she was embarrassed. That made it sound as if she was expecting to meet up regularly.

“I’ll hold you to that. Come and swim on my beach. Bring your bathing suit.”

“Are you staying here all summer?”

“Until September. Then back to LA.”

She couldn’t imagine living such a globetrotting lifestyle. “Why hadn’t you written for a year?”

He paused. “I lost someone close to me.” He turned and strolled back to the shore, leaving her wishing she’d kept silent.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Death is part of life, isn’t it? Doesn’t make it easier, though.” He crouched down by a rock pool. “Seaweed is algae, not a plant. Did you know that?”

“No.” She crouched down next to him, but it didn’t feel awkward. It felt companionable.

She was ashamed of herself for all the assumptions and judgments she’d made about him.

The pool was teeming with life. Tiny hermit crabs darted under the shelter of the seaweed. Limpets and mussels clung to the rocks, and anemones wafted in the still of the water. She could have watched it for hours, but the tide was licking at their heels, reminding them that it was about to claim back the beach.

Finn rose. “We should go before the tide turns. Having already had a run-in with the police, I don’t want to add the coast guard to the list.”

“You get an extra-massive lemon meringue pie if you have to call the coast guard on my account.”

He laughed. “I’m tempted to throw myself in the water. Who taught you to cook lemon meringue pie?”

“I taught myself. My father was a practical cook—” She paused. “Actually he was a terrible cook. He cooked on the highest heat, so everything was burned. My mother traveled a lot, so I took over. I enjoyed it, but to alleviate boredom I liked to experiment.”

They walked across the sand and back to the tiny path that snaked up to the garden.

“Is everything you make as good as your lemon meringue pie?”

“I hope so.” The path was steep, and she was already out of breath. She needed to make time in her life to take more exercise.

“In that case, invite me to dinner.” He held out his hand and pulled her up the last section of the path.

She hadn’t planned to cook, but for some reason she liked the idea of cooking dinner for Finn. She’d had a more honest conversation with him in the last hour than she’d had with anyone in a long time. His company had lifted her mood. Why not? He’d obviously been a good neighbor to her mother and she would thank him by cooking him something delicious.

“Are you allowed out without security?”

“You can protect me.” He smiled. “I’ll walk across the fields. No one will see me.”

The dogs bounded round the garden, snarling, barking and tumbling over each other as they played.

“In that case come for dinner on Friday.” It would be a chance to indulge her love of cooking, and she hadn’t done that in a while. Meal preparation was usually another chore at the end of a long list. “What’s your favorite food.”

He picked up the cups they’d abandoned on the table and carried them through to the kitchen. “I eat everything. I’ll bring wine. We can discuss the painting you’re going to do for me.”

Liza was already planning dinner. The heat wave was predicted to continue, so they could eat outdoors. She’d use vegetables from her mother’s garden.

“Here—” Finn handed her the bag she’d brought. “I’m glad you came over.”

So was she. It had stopped her stewing on what was happening with her family and made her think about life in a way she hadn’t before.

Feeling lighter, she’d walked back down his drive, along the lane and across the field that led to Oakwood Cottage.

She stayed in the house long enough to put the bag in the kitchen and pick up her car keys.

What had he said?

You have a corporate look about you. I wouldn’t have guessed artist in a million years.

Her clothes didn’t reflect who she was, they reflected the life she lived.

Having a neutral wardrobe with pieces that matched meant she had fewer decisions to make in a day that was packed with them. What would she choose to wear if she wasn’t driving the girls around, rushing to the supermarket, teaching a class?

Determined to find out, she drove to the village, parked the car and walked along the twisty high street until she reached the small boutique that was nestled between a bookshop and the deli.

With a touch of defiance, she pushed open the door. When was the last time she’d shopped for herself? Too long ago.

The shop was cool and spacious, with mirrors covering two walls. For a moment Liza saw herself as others probably did. Straight blond hair that settled on her shoulders, a narrow face and blue eyes. If she had to find one word to describe her look it would be ordinary. Her clothes didn’t say “look at me,” they said “don’t look at me.” And it wasn’t even as if she intended to send any message at all with the way she dressed. She had enough to do without thinking about messages.

“May I help you?” A young woman with cropped red hair and immaculate makeup emerged from a room at the back. “We have more stock in the back if you can’t find your size.”

Liza felt a moment of insecurity, and dismissed it. She was an artist. She knew color. She knew shape. She knew what looked good. She didn’t need help with that. All she needed to do was give herself permission to be that person and allow her creative side some freedom. It had been suppressed for far too long.

She headed to the racks of clothes, studied each piece and then selected a few items. And then a few more.

When she finally left the store half an hour later, she was carrying two large bags filled with a selection of pretty sundresses, linen tops in pastel shades, shorts, shoes, flip-flops for the beach and a pair of oversize silver earrings made by a local artist.

Happy Anniversary, Liza.

She’d tried on outfit after outfit. Even trying them on made her feel summery and relaxed, although she couldn’t use that excuse for her most extravagant purchase.

“How do you feel about red?” The woman had handed the dress to Liza. “With your coloring, it would look fantastic.”

The dress was red, strappy and totally unsuited to her lifestyle.

Liza had bought it, along with a pair of shoes most definitely not designed for walking.

Did she feel guilty? No, she felt light-headed and young. Instead of buying a dress to suit her lifestyle, she was going to choose a lifestyle that matched her dress.

Liza walked from the boutique to the delicatessen next door.

One of the advantages of being here on her own was that she didn’t have to think about creating meals for a family.

Balancing a basket on her arm, she picked up a stick of crusty French bread still warm from the oven. Then she added Italian ham, a couple of French cheeses, ruby red tomatoes still on the vine and a jar of plump green olives.

“Liza?”

If she could have hidden, she would. She’d been enjoying her freedom. She didn’t want to connect with anyone. She wanted to be able to focus on herself without being considered selfish.

“Oh my, how many years has it been?” The woman looked as if she’d stepped out of a yoga session, her hair in a ponytail and her face shiny and pink. “You do recognize me?”

It took Liza a moment. “Angie? Angie!”

“Why so surprised? I live here, remember?”

“You moved to—” She racked her brains. “Boston. Your husband’s job?” What was his name? Jeremy? Jonah?

Angie pulled a face. “He’s still there. We’re divorced.”

“I’m sorry.” Life, Liza thought. It bit chunks out of all of them. “I wish you’d emailed me or called.”

“We hadn’t been in touch for a while. I didn’t want to be the moany friend. It was rough at the time and for a few years after but we’ve both moved on. John remarried and has a baby.”

John.

“A baby?”

Angie rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to be tactful. He’s fifty-three. My revenge is imagining him dealing with nappies and sleepless nights. Not that he handled those things first time around. Oh Liza—it’s so good to see you. Do you have time for a coffee? There’s a place around the corner.”

Her instinct was to say yes. It was what she did, every time. To every person in her life.

But there were things she wanted to do with her afternoon and evening, and she’d been looking forward to them.

“I would love to catch up, but there are things I have to do this afternoon.” Saying it felt hard, but she said it anyway. But she was truly pleased to see Angie. “Why don’t you come over to the house tomorrow?”

“To Oakwood? You’re staying with your mother?”

“She’s driving across America. Route 66.”

“Your mother is amazing. Still living the life of The Summer Seekers. I can’t imagine doing that now, let alone when I’m eighty. So if she’s not at home, why are you here?”

I’m escaping. “I’m cat sitting.”

“With your girls and Sean?”

“No. They had things they couldn’t miss at home.”

Once, she and Angie had been as close as sisters. They’d told each other everything. But that was a long time ago. College and life had separated them and then Angie had met John and moved to Boston and gradually their communication had dwindled. They were long past the stage where Liza felt comfortable exposing the details of her life to scrutiny.

She felt a sudden pang. She missed the deep friendship she and Angie had once had. The sort where you laughed until your sides ached and knew everything there was to know about one another. They’d shared clothes, stories and makeup. When Sean had kissed her, Angie had been the first person she’d told.

Once she’d had children her friendships had changed in nature and tended to be connected with lifestyle. At first, the common factor had been babies, then it had been school. It was friendship of sorts, but not the deep, authentic friendship she’d once enjoyed with Angie. Perhaps she’d treasured it all the more because she didn’t have that closeness with her mother.

Still, those days were long gone and she and Angie were different people now, their bonds torn by time, distance and life experience.

“Come tomorrow. We’ll take a picnic to the beach. We could swim if we’re feeling brave. We have so much to catch up on. Where are you living?”

“In my mother’s house.” Angie selected a jar of jam from the shelf. “My home, now. She died last year and I came over to sell it, but then decided to keep it. It’s small, but there’s room for Poppy to come and stay. Did you have more children?”

“No. The twins kept me busy!”

“I can imagine.” Angie gave Liza a hug. “It’s good to see you. Until tomorrow.”

Liza felt Angie’s hair brush her cheek, breathed in her floral scent.

She clung for a moment. She missed friendship. She missed intimacy.

Having hauled her many purchases back to the car, she arrived back at Oakwood Cottage feeling a thousand times better than she had when she’d started that morning.

She unpacked the food, put a selection onto a plate and the rest in the fridge.

Feeling decadent, she opened a bottle of wine, poured herself a glass and took it out onto the patio.

Popeye sat there, licking his fur. He paused long enough to throw her a look of disdain, and then carried on his grooming ritual.

“Have you always been this emotionally distant, or have you learned it from my mother?” Liza sat down, feeling summery in her new shorts and T-shirt, her feet finally comfortable in pretty flip-flops.

Her mother was right. She needed to try and capture this light, holiday feeling all year round, not only for a few weeks in August.

The rest of the afternoon and evening stretched ahead.

She should probably use the time cleaning her mother’s house, but she had no intention of doing that. The dust could stay where it was. She had better things to do.

She noticed a missed call from her mother on her phone and felt a flicker of concern. Her mother rarely called her. Liza was the one who did the calling.

She sat in a shady spot on the patio and sipped her wine while she waited for her mother to answer. When she did, her voice was faint and a little groggy.

“Mum? Did I wake you?” Had she calculated the time difference incorrectly? “Is everything all right?”

“Everything is better than all right. I’m living the dream.”

Something about her voice didn’t sound quite right. It was unsettling to realize she didn’t know her mother well enough to be able to read her. “Are you sure? You called me.” And that’s not like you.

“I’m sure. Do you know how long I’ve wanted to do Route 66? Martha is taking wonderful photographs.”

“I’m enjoying them. Please thank her. Where are you exactly?”

There was a pause and Liza heard muffled voices in the background before her mother came back on the line.

“Martha tells me we’re staying somewhere outside Springfield, and today we’re driving through Kansas. How about you? Are you calling me from the car while you take the twins somewhere?”

“I’m not in the car.” Liza stretched out her legs, admiring her new sandals. “I’m drinking wine on your patio, having enjoyed an excellent lunch from the deli in the village that you recommended.”

“You’re in Oakwood?”

“Why so surprised? You asked me to come here, remember?”

“Yes, but I never thought—” Her mother’s voice tailed off. “You went to the deli? Try the mini goats’ cheese tartlets—they’re divine. And Sean would love the chocolate brownie.”

“Sean isn’t here, but I’ll buy some for myself next time I’m there.”

There was a pause. “You’re on your own?”

“Yes. I came to check on Popeye, as I promised you I would.” She glanced at the cat but saw nothing even vaguely approaching gratitude in its feline features. “And yesterday I found a stranger in your kitchen.”

“No! Another intruder?”

“Not exactly, but I didn’t figure that part out until after I’d called the police. Why didn’t you tell me you knew Finn? And that you’d asked him to feed the cat?”

“Ah.”

“You also forgot to mention that the two of you meet up for coffee regularly and that you swim in his pool several times a week.”

“I’m old, Liza. My memory isn’t what it was.”

Liza raised her eyes to the sky. “Says the woman who is currently crossing America in a sports car.”

“It’s every bit as wonderful as I thought it would be.”

“Good. But why did you ask me to come to keep an eye on Popeye, when someone else was already doing it?”

“It was a spontaneous thing. I thought you needed a rest and sea air. I knew you wouldn’t do it for yourself, but I knew you’d do it for me if I asked. Because that’s the kind of person you are. And now you’re going to tell me off for being a hypocrite and interfering even though I never allow the same interference from you.”

Liza grinned. “Actually I was going to thank you.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. For encouraging me to do something I wouldn’t have done without a nudge.” She watched as Popeye basked in the sunshine. She never made time in her life to do nothing. Why was it that a busy life was valued more highly than a quiet one? She’d spent so long sprinting between tasks that she’d forgotten how to stroll. A moment of inaction made her feel stressed and guilty.

“I wasn’t sure you’d do it. Or at least I thought you’d take Sean.”

Liza finished her wine. “It didn’t work out that way.” There was a long pause. “Mum? Are you still there?”

“Yes. Liza—is everything all right?”

It was so unlike her mother to ask that question, Liza almost spilled the wine. “Everything is fine. Why?”

“Nothing. Ignore me.”

Why did it feel as if she was missing something? “Are you okay, Mum? Did you call for a reason?”

“I was worried about you, that’s all.”

Liza had to stop herself checking the number on the phone. Was this really her mother? “You called to check on me? Why? You’re not usually a worrier.”

“I worry about many things. I worry about leaving this earth before I’ve done everything I want to do. I worry about Popeye. I worry about whether I should have had that old apple tree pruned.”

“Wrong time of year.” Liza glanced at its thick gnarly bark and spreading branches. “I’ll make a note to remind you in the winter.”

“What did you think of Finn?”

“He was—nice.” It was an inadequate word, but also a neutral description that wouldn’t invite further questioning. If she’d described him as charismatic, charming, or sexy—all of which would have applied—the conversation would have gone down a route she didn’t want.

“He’s nothing like the rumors.”

“I realize that. We had a good chat.”

“What about?”

Life. Her painting. Creativity. A hundred things she hadn’t talked about in ages.

“Nothing in particular.” And as well as being charismatic, he was possibly the world’s best listener. “The house is spectacular.”

“It’s the garden I love. And the pool, of course. And those beautiful dogs.”

“I had no idea you knew him. Why didn’t you tell me?”

Kathleen laughed. “I thought you’d lecture me on having unsuitable friends.”

Liza felt an uncomfortable pressure in her chest. Was she really that bad?

“I’m sorry you feel you have to censor things you tell me. If I nag you, it’s because I love you.” She knew her mother didn’t feel comfortable with demonstrations of affection, but she felt the need to say it.

“I know you do, dear.”

Liza held her breath. Waited. Hoped. “Are you still there?”

“Yes, I’m here.”

But she wasn’t going to say it back.

Liza knew she should have accepted that by now. “How’s Martha? Where are you both now? It must be, what—” she checked her phone “—ten o’clock in the morning where you are?”

“Nine. We’re about to eat breakfast before we hit the road.”

Liza smiled at the description. “I’m pleased you’re having fun. By the way, that nice policewoman called. Given that your intruder was drunk, apologetic and apparently had no previous convictions, she thinks it’s unlikely that you’ll be called in this matter.”

“That’s it?”

“Seems like it.”

“Well, good. Poor man. Now what are you doing this afternoon? Please don’t say you’ll be cleaning.”

“No cleaning. I’m going to the beach with my sketchbook and paints.” She hadn’t felt the urge to paint in years, but she felt it now. She was excited at the prospect, and that excitement grew as she heard her mother’s murmur of approval.

“Promise me something? Whatever that painting looks like, I want you to leave it for me.”

“Why?”

“Because I’d like another of my daughter’s paintings in the house.”

“Another?”

“To go with the others, although they were painted a long time ago of course. Too long. You’ve neglected that talent.”

Her mother had kept her paintings? Liza felt a warm glow and then felt irritated with herself for being so needy.

“I’ll leave you a painting.”

She didn’t mention that Finn had asked if she took commissions, or that he was coming to dinner at the end of the week. “I wanted to ask you—you know those old DVDs of your shows? Where are they? Can I watch them?”

“Why? You were never interested in the show. You always hated that part of my life.”

Liza felt a twinge of guilt. She could hardly say that talking to Finn had piqued her desire to look back at the way her mother had been back then. “I was young. I missed my mother, that’s all.”

There was a silence and she wondered what her mother was thinking.

“Are you still there?”

“Yes! Sorry. I was distracted. The DVDs are in my study. On the shelf, I think, beneath the travel guides. The key to the study is in the drawer by my bed. But Liza—”

“What?”

“Don’t tidy. Don’t throw anything away.”

“I wouldn’t do that.” She heard clattering in the background. “What’s happening?”

“Josh, the hero, has organized breakfast for us. It’s just arrived. Goodness, what a feast!”

“Who is Josh?”

“He’s someone we picked up yesterday. A delightful man, and adept at procuring breakfast it would seem.”

Liza opened her mouth and closed it again. “You—picked up a stranger?”

“Well, he’s no longer a stranger. In fact without him I’d—” Her mother stopped talking.

“You’d what?”

“Nothing. I must go. You know I can’t bear cold oatmeal. And Liza, about Finn—”

“Yes?”

“Some of the rumors about him are true. He is charming, and absurdly handsome of course, but a little on the dangerous side, especially when it comes to women. Be careful.”

“I can’t believe you’re telling me to be careful. You picked up a hitchhiker!”

“I know. It’s only because I don’t want you to do something impulsive that you regret.”

Why would her mother say that? Liza had been with Sean since she was a teenager. She’d never been at all interested in another man. Had her mother somehow sensed how unsettled she was?

With a final goodbye, Liza put the phone down. Regrets? Right now she had a feeling that she was more likely to regret things she hadn’t done than things she had. And she had no reason to feel guilty or uncomfortable. She’d invited Finn to dinner, that was all. It was the neighborly thing to do in the circumstances.

There had been no reason at all to mention it to her mother.
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Martha

SPRINGFIELD~KANSAS~TULSA

Martha put a loaded breakfast tray on the table and pulled it close to the bed while Josh poured coffee. She was grateful for his calm, steady presence. “Why didn’t you tell Liza the truth?”

“Because then she would have worried and this is the first time in as long as I can remember that my daughter hasn’t seemed anxious. She’s staying in the cottage on her own. Taking her paints to the beach. I have no intention of saying anything that will draw a gray cloud over her blue-sky day.”

Martha hoped it was the right decision. She still felt shaken up after the night before. The responsibility weighed on her. If she were Liza, she’d want to know. But she wasn’t family, so she had to respect Kathleen’s wishes. “All right, but you heard what the doctor said. You overdid it yesterday. Too much sun, not enough water. You were dehydrated. I’m blaming myself.”

“Why? I’m old enough to decide whether I’m thirsty.”

“Apparently not. And today I’m going to be nagging you to drink every half hour.”

“Does gin count?”

“No.” Martha piled fresh berries into a bowl, relieved that Kathleen appeared to be back to her usual outrageous self. “This breakfast looks delicious, Josh. Where did you find all this?”

“I raided the kitchen. Friendly people.” He pulled a chair closer to the bed and sat down, nursing a cup of strong coffee. “I agree with Martha. I don’t think you should rush to go anywhere this morning, Kathleen. Take it slowly and see how you feel later.”

All the antipathy and suspicion Martha had felt had vanished. She had more than one reason to be thankful for the fact that they’d picked up Josh Ryder in Devil’s Elbow.

Josh had been the one who caught Kathleen before she could hit the floor, and it had been Josh who had located a doctor in virtually the same time it had taken Martha to settle Kathleen on the bed.

He seemed to have a way of making things happen, and for that Martha was grateful.

She wouldn’t have wanted to be on her own with this. When Kathleen had collapsed onto Josh, Martha had felt terrified for her, vulnerable and a long way from home.

What if something happened to Kathleen? It was something she’d considered, of course, but there was a big difference between contemplating the possibility of something and experiencing it.

The doctor had proceeded to give Kathleen a thorough checkup, while Martha hovered in attendance.

Reassured that there was nothing that fluids and rest wouldn’t cure, Martha had then insisted that Kathleen follow instructions and rest on her bed for the evening. She’d intended to stay with her and keep her company, but Kathleen had insisted she wanted to be left alone to sleep. Martha had reluctantly agreed to spend the evening in her own room, next door.

She’d assumed Josh would do his own thing, but he’d insisted on keeping Martha company.

At first she’d protested. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

“If Kathleen gets worse, you can sit with her while I call the doctor.” He’d refused to discuss it, and she’d been relieved to have him there for moral support so she hadn’t argued too hard.

The drama had broken the ice between them, removing the barriers she’d erected.

Truthfully, he’d impressed her. He could have walked away, but he hadn’t.

They’d passed the next few hours playing cards, and despite her anxiety he’d managed to distract her and make her laugh.

Eventually he’d vanished to track down food and Martha had checked on Kathleen.

She’d done the same a few times in the night, using the flashlight on her phone to leave and enter the room quietly.

All the same, it had been a relief when sunlight had finally peeped through the curtains. Things seemed less scary and generally more manageable in daylight.

“What did you two do last night when I was having my long rest?” Kathleen accepted the bowl of berries Martha handed her. “Did you dress up and find a lovely restaurant?”

Did she think it was date night?

Martha didn’t know whether to be amused or exasperated that a health fright didn’t seem to have dented Kathleen’s enthusiasm for matchmaking. “We split a pizza and played cards. Yogurt?” She handed one to Kathleen.

“Thank you, dear. It’s all very healthy and delicious, although I do miss crispy bacon.”

Josh finished his coffee. “I’m sure I can track down bacon.” He left the room and Kathleen put her bowl down and reached for Martha’s hand.

“I apologize. You didn’t sign up to be a nurse. You’ve been very kind, but if you wish to resign, I understand.”

“Resign? No way. Don’t you fret about anything. You need to drink.” Martha poured her another glass of ice water and watched while Kathleen sipped it.

“I’ll be right as rain in a few minutes. Particularly if Josh tracks down bacon. Isn’t he a wonder?”

“He’s been a big help.” Martha was careful not to be too effusive in case Kathleen’s next request was that they book a wedding venue. “Are you sure I can’t call Liza back? I think she’d want to know that you weren’t well.”

“What would be the point? You’d give her something else to worry about and she already has more than enough. I can’t believe she’s actually in Oakwood by herself. You have no idea what a step forward that is, although I’m a little worried about what it means for her and Sean. I do hope the man comes to his senses. Do you think I should call him?”

“I do not.” As someone who had been on the receiving end of Kathleen’s energetic attempts to meddle with relationships, Martha was swift with her response. “I think you should leave it to them. How are you feeling, really? And don’t put on a brave face.”

“I’m better. You heard the doctor, it’s nothing serious.”

“Doctors don’t know everything.” Martha poured Kathleen some juice. “You know what my diagnosis is? Too much meddling with my love life.” She was relieved to see Kathleen smile.

“That part has been relaxing. And look how well I did. Isn’t he perfect? I chose him for his shoulders and his nice eyes, but it turns out the rest of him is equally magnificent.”

“Kathleen—”

“If Josh hadn’t caught me, I probably would have knocked myself unconscious. I now have firsthand experience of his superior muscle tone. Maybe you could try fainting on him, that might accelerate the relationship.”

“Or kill it dead.”

“I wonder if he will find bacon?”

“I’m sure he will. He seems to be good at getting people to do what he wants them to do.” Martha poured herself a small cup of coffee, wondering how deeply to delve. “Did all that talk of the past upset you, Kathleen?”

“You heard the doctor—I didn’t drink enough, that’s all. I was too busy chatting to our lovely Josh because you were giving him the silent treatment.”

“I was focusing on the driving. And if you don’t stop matchmaking, I’m going to call Liza.”

“That’s blackmail.”

“It is. I learned it from you.” Martha sipped her coffee. “I wonder if we should spend another day here. I could amend our bookings.”

“Today is Kansas and Oklahoma. No need to amend anything.”

Was it safe for them to travel? What if Kathleen collapsed while she was driving and they were miles from the nearest big town? What if she needed to find another doctor? Where would she start?

Josh returned with bacon and after they’d finished eating they headed back to their rooms to pack up their gear.

Martha caught up with him by his door.

“Are you leaving?” Yesterday she’d been more inclined to drive over his foot than offer him a ride, but that was before the drama of the night before. The calm and kindness he’d shown had changed her opinion of him.

“Martha—” his voice was gentle “—the last thing you wanted was me coming along on your trip.”

“That was yesterday. And it wasn’t because I didn’t like you. It was because—” Oh this was so embarrassing. If she told him about Kathleen’s matchmaking she’d never be able to look him in the eye again. “I’m not good with strangers. It takes me a while to warm up.”

He studied her for a moment. “Since we arrived here, you have engaged almost every member of staff in conversation. If you were any warmer, you’d be a risk to the planet. I’ve rarely met anyone as friendly as you. Except with me.”

Okay, so that excuse wasn’t going to work.

She felt a rush of desperation. “You don’t understand—Kathleen has this misguided idea that I need her—help.”

“Help?”

“I had a bad breakup.”

“How bad?”

“Well, it ended in divorce, so pretty bad—he cheated.” She blushed. Why was she telling a stranger all this? “I needed to get away from everything—by which I mean my life—so I took this job. And somehow Kathleen managed to get me talking, because that’s the kind of person she is, and I told her the truth, and she came up with this ridiculous plan to—”

“To?”

“Match me up with someone to help me get my confidence back. And I know how ridiculous that sounds. I’ve been telling her the same thing.”

“You mean a rebound relationship?”

Martha ground her teeth. “Believe me, it was not my idea.”

“I was the chosen one?”

She should have let him leave. “She thought you had potential. Are you laughing? Because there is nothing funny about this.”

He pulled off his sunglasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “So that’s why you didn’t say a word to me on the journey yesterday?”

“I was mad with her. And frustrated. And embarrassed in case you worked it out. And also a little nervous because back then I didn’t know that you were a really decent guy who could find a doctor, and food, and produce a good bottle of wine—that was lifesaving by the way—and be generally fantastic. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t—I mean, I wouldn’t have caught her the way you did. She would have banged her head. Injured herself.”

“That’s a lot of feelings for one small person.” Smiling, he reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “She’s going to be fine. You heard the doctor—heat, travel, dehydration, jet lag—it all adds up, particularly in someone of her age.”

“I was scared. And you were wonderful. I didn’t have a chance to thank you properly last night, so I’m thanking you now.” She was conscious that his hand was still on her shoulder, warm and strong.

“You’re welcome. I’m glad she’s feeling better, and I hope the rest of your trip goes well.”

“But that’s just it—if you leave now, she’ll blame me. She’ll think I got rid of you. And that will stress her. She seems determined to travel today, so can I persuade you to travel with us? For one more day at least?” Or was that the last thing he wanted? “Or maybe you’d rather find a cooler ride than the two of us, especially if you haven’t taken a vacation in so many years. This one is probably special, and I know there’s nothing special about my driving. I’m not that experienced, as you probably guessed, although if we’d picked you up in Chicago you would have had even more reason to be nervous. I’ve improved a lot in a few days. By the time we reach Santa Monica I’m hoping to be competent. And now you’re probably thinking that you’d rather not risk your life. Which is ironic, really, because there was me worried for our safety picking up a stranger, whereas the person who should have been worried was you—” The words died as he covered her lips with his fingers.

“Yesterday I couldn’t get you talking, and today I can’t stop you talking.”

“It would reassure Kathleen to have you there and we are traveling in the same direction.” She took a breath. “Say something.”

“I was waiting for a gap in the flow of words.” The laughter in his eyes made her feel better.

“Will you come with us? For one more day. After that if you’re tired of us, I’ll let you go.”

“May I speak? Because I have a question.”

She folded her arms, nervous. “Go for it.”

“Why did she think I’d be your perfect rebound relationship?”

“You’d have to ask her that. Because you’re male and have good shoulders? Her list of criteria didn’t seem long. Also you were the first man of appropriate age she happened to spot after she’d come up with her thrilling plan. But honestly, you don’t need to worry. She can plot as much as she likes, and frankly if it distracts her from feeling unwell, that’s fine by me. You know the truth now, and in case you’re wondering I should reassure you that you’re safe. I’m not remotely interested in any sort of relationship right now, even a rebound one. I took this job to get away from all that. You have no idea how much I’m loving having no emotional complications.”

He looked thoughtful. “So you don’t know her that well?”

“I have known her for less than a week.” But funnily enough she felt as if she did know her well. In the time they’d been together, Martha had told Kathleen things she’d never told anyone else.

Why was that?

She stared across the river. It was because Kathleen was interested in her, and never judged. Not once, even about the driving, had she made Martha feel like a failure.

“You have such an easy relationship I assumed you were her granddaughter.”

Martha felt a pang of loss. Spending time with Kathleen had made her realize how much she missed her grandmother. And she realized that there was nothing wrong with her life. Her unhappiness stemmed entirely from the people she was spending time with. Her family. Steven. She’d never be who they wanted her to be, and she didn’t want to be that person.

“If I could have a second grandmother, I’d choose her.” With her own family she was defensive the whole time and braced for conflict. She didn’t talk to them the way she talked to Kathleen.

On this trip she was able to be herself, and she felt happier than she had in a long time.

Josh smiled. “She’s lucky to have found you to drive her. And now I understand why you’re doing it—but why is she doing it?”

“Route 66?” Martha forced herself to concentrate on the conversation. “She was a big traveler of course—a pioneer. But you already know that. Route 66 happened to be on her wish list I think.” Although she was starting to wonder now if Ruth hadn’t had something to do with Kathleen’s choice. She said she didn’t want to get in touch, but she was driving to California and she had to wonder, surely? It had to be on her mind. Maybe Martha would prompt her again. But it wasn’t something she could discuss with Josh. “Will you come with us today?”

“It would be my pleasure.”

The sense of relief was as welcoming as a cold shower on a hot day. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll talk to the staff at reception, and then I’ll help you load the car.”

She wanted to hug him, but after the conversation they’d just had she was afraid her gesture of gratitude might be misconstrued so she settled for a friendly punch on the arm.

“Oklahoma, here we come.”

Kathleen wasn’t wrong about his muscles, she thought. But that didn’t mean she was interested.

That was one bad decision she was not going to make.
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Liza

“It’s been nineteen years since we saw each other. Can you believe that?” Angie sat on the picnic rug, a large sun hat pulled down over her eyes as they dried off after an invigorating—freezing, Liza had called it—swim in the sea.

Liza lay on her back, staring up at the cloudless blue sky. Why had it taken her so long to do this? And how lucky was she to be having her escape time in the middle of a heat wave?

The day before, after she’d spoken to her mother, she’d strolled to the beach and spent hours sketching and then painting. At first the blank sheet of paper glaring up at her had felt intimidating, almost like an accusation. She’d made a few strokes with her pencil and her hand had felt stiff and uncertain. She was used to guiding and teaching. Less used to creating something herself. But who was going to see it? Fortunately the beach had been virtually empty and no one had seemed interested in looking over her shoulder. Eventually her hand had started to move with more confidence, as if it had finally remembered what to do. She’d stayed on the beach until her skin had started to burn, and then piled all her equipment into her bag and strolled home. She could have used any room in the house to continue her painting, but instead she’d rummaged in one of the kitchen drawers for the old rusty key that opened the summerhouse at the bottom of the garden. These days it was used for storage, but at one time it had been Liza’s favorite place.

The lock had been as rusty as the key, but with a little oil and lots of maneuvering she’d managed to open the door. All the memories had come rushing back. The summerhouse had been the focus of so many of her childhood games of make-believe, constructed to fill the long weeks when her mother was away. It had been a bookshop. A hospital. A pirate ship. She’d been a wild child who lived in the woods. A fairy princess. A good witch.

And now, today, she was an artist.

Energized by this project that was all for her, she’d cleared out cobwebs and broken plant pots, brushed a thick layer of dust from the floor and polished the murky windows to let the light flood through the glass unrestricted. After a few hours of hard work she’d turned the place into something that could be described as a studio. She’d rescued her old easel from the back of her mother’s garage and set out her paints on the table. Pastels, watercolors, oils—she’d worked in a variety of mediums in her time and was excited to do so again. She’d experiment with all of it and see what she found most absorbing.

Too excited to take a pause, she headed back to the house for long enough to make herself a simple sandwich with the remains of the fresh crusty loaf she’d bought from the deli and some thick sliced ham, poured herself a glass of chilled white wine, and carried both down to the summerhouse.

With the windows open she could hear the sound of the birds in the garden and the occasional bleat of a sheep from the field behind the house.

She’d painted until she lost the light, absorbed in her own creation. Finally she locked the door, headed back to the house and remembered to check her phone.

She’d missed two calls from Sean, and a text from Caitlin, asking how long a packet of ham would last once it was opened.

Soon, she thought. Soon she’d talk to them about how she was feeling, but for now she wanted to focus on herself.

She’d fallen asleep, exhausted but happy, and now here she was on the beach with her oldest friend, wondering how they’d ever managed to lose touch. Like so many things in her life, it had happened gradually so that she hadn’t even noticed the change until it had slipped away. Was this what had happened with her mother and Ruth?

“I can’t believe it has been so long.” She stretched out her legs. She was wearing shorts and a T-shirt and her legs and feet were bare. For the first time in as long as she could remember she had nothing tugging at her. No little voice telling her there were things she should be doing, which was good because the only thing she wanted to do was lie with the sun on her face and listen to the waves break onto the shore. She hoped this heat wave wouldn’t end any time soon. “It was at our wedding.”

“I know. And your anniversary was a few days ago. Unbelievable how fast time passes.”

How was it that a friend who she hadn’t seen for almost two decades could remember her anniversary, but her husband couldn’t?

“It was a hot day, do you remember? My hair was limp and my makeup was shiny.”

Angie removed her hat and lay back next to her. “I remember every moment of it. You looked beautiful. And I had never been more envious of anyone in my life.”

Liza turned her head. “Why would you have been envious of me?”

“Because no man had ever looked at me the way Sean looked at you.”

Liza’s heart gave a skip. “It was our wedding day. Every man looks at his bride like that on his wedding day.”

“Not true. This wasn’t a Hey, you look great in that dress look, or anything like that. It was a look that said everything he ever wanted in life was standing right there in front of him. That was the kind of look you read about in romance novels and hardly ever see in real life.” Angie sighed. “Sean was an incredibly sexy guy. Brain and brawn—always a killer combination. Women were falling over themselves to catch his attention, and he literally didn’t see anyone else there. Just you. It was one of those rare weddings where you knew the couple really would be together forever, however long that happened to be. Who doesn’t dream of that?”

Liza was engulfed by a swell of sadness and nostalgia. Angie wasn’t wrong. The only thing she really remembered about that day was Sean. He’d been her focus, and he’d stayed her focus for all the years that had followed. In the beginning she’d been dizzy with happiness, unable to believe her luck. Even after that initial feeling of euphoria had faded, she’d still felt utterly content with her life.

They’d celebrated the highs and weathered the lows. They’d laughed, hugged, talked, listened, had plenty of sex and planned for their future. They had so much shared history, but somewhere along the way life had chipped away at the bonds that kept them close. They’d forgotten how to be a couple. How had that happened?

“It’s a shame for you that Sean couldn’t get away this time, but it’s a treat for me.” Angie sat up and brushed sand from her legs.

Liza felt guilty for thinking only of herself. “I didn’t even know you’d moved back here.”

“I’ve only been here six months and I didn’t get out much to begin with. I was feeling too sorry for myself. You know what village life is like. I didn’t want people asking questions.”

“How did Poppy take it?”

“She was mortified that her father was having an affair—no teenager wants to be forced to think about a parent having sex, particularly with someone closer to her age than mine. She didn’t speak to him for months. And that was hard because I was trying to do the good mother thing and not say anything bad about him. I clenched my teeth so hard I almost needed dental work.” Angie pulled sun cream out of her bag and rubbed more onto her skin. “We muddled through. Poppy already had a college place on the East Coast, but she came home for Christmas. Then in February John broke the news about the baby.”

“Oh Angie—” Liza reached across and hugged her.

“It hurt, which made no sense because I wouldn’t have taken him back if he’d begged. Anyway, bring me up-to-date with your news. Sean is a big shot architect now? You live in an amazing mansion in London with glass everywhere?”

Liza curled her toes into the sand. “Not a mansion, but it’s true that Sean has made the most of the space. He extended our kitchen a few years ago and yes, a great deal of glass was involved. It’s a lovely big family room that opens onto the garden.”

“And you two are still married and happy. You see? I knew it.”

Eight signs that your marriage might be in trouble.

How could she talk about it with Angie, when she hadn’t even raised it with Sean?

He should be the one she was talking to. And she would. She would.

“Liza?” Angie’s voice brought her back to earth.

“Sorry. I was miles away.”

“Dreaming about Sean.” Angie nudged her. “It’s good to know that absence makes the heart grow fonder even after two decades together. When is he joining you? I’d love to see him again.”

“We haven’t made firm plans. He’s in the middle of a big project and it’s hard for him to get away. And the girls have summer activities—” It was a part truth, and she didn’t want to say more.

“You two are an inspiration. Do you know the crazy thing? Despite everything, I still dream of one day meeting someone special again.”

“That’s good.” Although she wasn’t sure she should be anyone’s inspiration. She felt uncomfortable for letting Angie believe she had a perfect marriage.

Angie slipped her feet back into her sandals. “After everything that has happened, I should be bitter and twisted and hate all men, but honestly I don’t feel that way. Life is too short and precious to waste a moment of it being bitter, isn’t it? And it’s not that I need to be with someone—I’m financially independent, I have a house—small, but it’s mine. I have friends, a job and hobbies. I can be single. But I’d rather share my life with someone who cares about me, and who I care about. I want someone who is going to be interested in me, and care about what happened in my day.”

Liza swallowed. She wanted that too.

She thought about Finn, and how it had felt to be listened to. Connecting was so important for intimacy and somewhere along the way she and Sean had ceased to connect on all but the most superficial level.

“I’m sure you’ll find that.”

“Maybe.” Angie glanced at Liza. “Don’t look so worried. My disastrous romantic life isn’t catching. You and Sean are a forever couple if ever I saw one.”

Liza stood up quickly. “It’s hot and we’re both burning. Let’s go back to the house.”

Angie stood up too. “Why don’t I cook us both dinner on Friday?”

On Friday she was cooking dinner for Finn. Something else she didn’t plan to share with Angie, and not only because it would be an invasion of Finn’s privacy.

“I can’t do Friday. How about tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow works.” Angie slung her bag over her shoulder and they walked across the sand and back to the path that led across the fields to Oakwood Cottage. “Did you know that Finn Cool lives around here?”

“Mmm?” She wasn’t used to being evasive. How did her mother do it?

“Poppy almost went wild when she found out. I keep hoping I’ll bump into him in the supermarket, although I expect he has staff and doesn’t relate to normal humans.”

Liza thought about how friendly he’d been. And how he’d helped her mother. “It must be difficult trying to lead a normal life when you are high profile.”

They arrived back at the house and Angie dug in her bag for her car keys.

“You’re probably right. But if you happen to see him make sure you tell him I’m available.” Laughing, she unlocked her car and threw her bag on the passenger seat. “Thanks for the picnic. This was fun.”

Liza waved her off and then headed straight to the summerhouse, desperate to get back to her painting.

The afternoon passed without her noticing and it was hunger that eventually drove her back to the house.

Her hair was stiff from her swim in the sea earlier and she intended to take a shower, but first she wanted to watch some episodes of The Summer Seekers.

She made a quick snack, found the key in her mother’s bedroom and unlocked the study.

Every available space in the room was taken. Bookshelves rose from floor to ceiling against two of the walls. The other walls were covered with maps. Two large windows let in the light and showed every speck of dust. And there was plenty of it. The desk in the corner was piled high with more maps, guidebooks and stacks of papers.

And there, in prime position, was her art award.

Her mother had moved it from Liza’s old bedroom into the study where she could see it.

Liza felt a pressure in her chest. She’d had no idea. She never came into this room.

She touched the award, remembering that day she’d seen her mother clapping loudly in the audience.

She’d wanted so badly for her mother to be more demonstrative, but sometimes it wasn’t about what you said, it was about what you did. She wouldn’t have kept the award if she wasn’t proud, would she?

Liza forced herself to focus on the shelves. She found the guidebooks, but there was no sign of the DVDs.

Searching randomly, she pulled open the large drawer in the desk and there were the DVDs.

“Aha!” She pulled them out and was about to close the drawer when something glinted. She reached into the drawer to investigate and found a ring. The stone was huge. It couldn’t be a real diamond. Could it?

She lifted it out carefully. It had to be fake.

Was it fake?

She turned it over in her hand.

Who had given it to her mother? This wasn’t her engagement ring. Her mother’s engagement ring was an emerald and it was always on her finger.

This ring had been tucked loose under a piece of string holding a bunch of papers.

She checked the drawer and discovered that what she’d thought were papers were letters. The postmark was California, and they’d been mailed at regular intervals dating back to the early sixties. Her mother would have been in her early twenties.

Why hadn’t she opened them? Was there a reason the letters and the ring were together, or was that coincidence?

Her phone rang and she almost dropped the letters.

She slid the ring onto her finger for the time being, returned the letters to the drawer and locked the study door. Only when she’d done that did she answer her phone.

It was Sean.

“I’ve been calling you all day. Where were you?”

“I’ve been out. I forgot my phone.”

“You never forget your phone.”

These days she was doing a lot of things she didn’t normally do.

“I was busy.” She sat down on the edge of her mother’s bed. The ring felt heavy on her finger. Did that mean it was real? If it was real, then it must be valuable. Surely not even her mother would leave a valuable ring loose in a drawer.

“Busy doing what?” Sean sounded tired. “Caitlin is going crazy because she washed her white shirt, which is apparently precious, and I’d left a red cleaning cloth in the machine.”

Liza watched a woodpecker land on the apple tree. “I did tell her to check the machine is empty before she put anything in it.”

“Well, apparently it’s my fault, because I should have noticed. Girls are exhausting. Alice’s hair straighteners broke, and I’m told this is a tragedy. I tried to point out that this does not come under the heading of a crisis, but before I had the door slammed in my face for that remark I was told that I couldn’t possibly understand. The bathroom smells so badly of hairspray and perfume I’m having breathing issues. When are you coming back? How much attention does Popeye need?”

“I’m not staying for Popeye, I’m staying for me. I need a break.” It was the closest she’d come to admitting that something was wrong.

“A break? Knowing you, you’ve probably worked nonstop since you arrived.”

Did he know her? Or had he assumed she was the same Liza she always had been? No one stayed the same throughout life, did they? Things happened. Life happened. And each event and experience sculpted you into a slightly different shape. Maybe when you’d been with someone for a long time you saw the old, not the new. It was important to keep communicating. Keep listening.

But she hadn’t done that with her mother.

She’d assumed the house was too much for her, and that moving would be the best thing. She hadn’t said, What is it you’d like? She hadn’t listened. Instead she’d motored forward with a plan that seemed sensible to her without consulting the person who mattered most.

She assumed she knew her mother, and the unopened letters in the drawer and the ring had reminded her that there was plenty she didn’t know. And she hadn’t asked. She was just one part of her mother’s rich and varied life.

Liza had thought she had all the answers, but now she realized she hadn’t asked the right questions.

Feeling guilty, she stood up and walked to the window.

“I haven’t done much around the house.” Apart from finding something she was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to have found.

“We’ll probably need to get professionals in to have a clear out when she finally decides to sell.”

Liza stared across the garden, at the blur of bright color that tumbled from the pots on the patio. The place was idyllic. The thought of never standing in this room again, never running across the fields to the sea, never feeling the air cool on her skin in the evenings, left her bereft. “I don’t think she should sell it.”

“Really? Why have you changed your mind?”

“I’ve had the time to think.” About many things.

“Good. Your life is a mad rush. Fortunately, we’re going to France in a few weeks. You’ll be able to relax.”

Would she?

“France is a lot of work for me, Sean.”

“What are you talking about? It’s a brilliant family holiday that we’ve done for years. You love it. We always have a relaxed time.”

It was time to tell at least part of the truth. “You all have a relaxed time, because I do all the organization. For me, it’s relaxing for about two hours a day when you’re all enjoying watersports. Here I have time to myself and it’s not limited. I’m staying a little longer.” It was the first time she’d given thought to what was going to happen next. “I have things to sort out.”

There was a pause. “Is everything all right, sweetheart?”

A breath caught in her chest. The kindness and warmth in his voice sounded like the old Sean. This was her chance to tell him the truth. To be open about all the things she’d been feeling. But was that really a conversation to have on the phone?

No. It had to be face-to-face. She’d do it, but not yet.

“I’m tired, that’s all.”

“After spending this week with the twins with no help, I can understand that.” There was humor in his tone. “I’m going to need a month to recover. What about you? If you haven’t been clearing the house, what have you been doing?”

She thought about Finn. About her shopping trip. About her painting.

For some reason she didn’t understand, she wasn’t ready to tell Sean about it yet.

She looked at the DVDs. “I’ve been trying to find out a little more about my mother. I don’t think I’ve paid enough attention to who she is or what she wants. I’m about to watch her old shows.” She didn’t say anything about the letters she’d found. Nor did she say anything about her painting. “I bumped into Angie.”

“Your old friend Angie? From our wedding? What’s she doing there?”

“She and John divorced, so she moved back here. We had a picnic on the beach together today.” She didn’t mention that Angie was using them as the model for a perfect relationship.

“Sounds fun. I should go—I promised Caitlin I’d try and rescue the white shirt.”

They were doing it again. Talking about life and the children. Never about themselves.

But he’d asked her if she was all right. He’d cared enough to ask her.

She thought about what Angie had said about their wedding day and felt a rush of anxiety. They’d been so happy. Tears stung her eyes. “Sean—”

“Have fun. I’ll speak to you tomorrow.”

Resisting the temptation to call him back, she returned the ring to the drawer in the study, picked up the DVDs and headed downstairs to the living room.

She made herself a tea with fresh peppermint from the garden, slotted in the DVD and curled up on the sofa.

She started right at the beginning, with her mother’s first show.

The Summer Seekers had been one of the earliest travel shows, and its immediate popularity had surprised even its creators. It had run for almost two decades, with Kathleen the face of the show.

As she watched, she saw her mother as others probably saw her—a vibrant enthusiast, hungry to explore all that the world offered and share it with a wider audience.

The show was dated, of course, and in different circumstances she might have been amused by the outfits, the use of language and the places they’d chosen to stay, but even now there was an energy to the show that made its record audience ratings easy to understand. It had been aspirational, and yet somehow still accessible. Her mother drew the audience to her, until you felt as if you were there by her side, traveling with her, laughing with her.

In many ways Kathleen hadn’t changed much. Yes, she had more wrinkles and her hair was shorter now, but she still had the same fierce expression in her blue eyes, and the same buoyant approach to life.

How could she ever have thought her mother would be content in a residential home?

Liza watched several episodes, and then walked across to the shelves where the photo albums were kept. She carried them back across the room, piled them on the floor next to the sofa and started to go through them one by one.

The photographs charted her mother’s life history, from her childhood through to college and the early days of her twenties. Liza was interested in those early days.

When she reached the photo of Ruth, she paused.

Ruth and her mother had obviously been close. Why had they lost touch?

She and Angie hadn’t fallen out. It was more that life had pried them apart and they hadn’t tried hard enough to bring themselves back together. The most likely explanation was that the same thing had happened between her mother and Ruth.

The letters had been mailed in California. So did that mean they were from Ruth?

She put the album down, thinking about herself and Sean.

Not all relationships ended in an abrupt way. For some it was a slow easing apart. In some way that was more dangerous because it could go unnoticed amidst the pressure of life.

She felt guilty for not asking him to come and join her. And guiltier still when she was forced to admit she didn’t want him to join her.

She was a family person. Her family was everything.

And yet here she was, happier than she could remember being for a long time.

Alone.

So what did it all mean?
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Kathleen

OKLAHOMA~AMARILLO, TEXAS

Kathleen sat in the back seat, dark glasses covering her eyes. It was a hot day and Martha had insisted on keeping the roof closed and the air-conditioning on so the car was deliciously cool.

Kathleen stared out the window, taking in the landscape.

What would Route 66 have looked like in its heyday? She wondered what experience those earliest people to travel the road would have had. Nothing like the comfort of this, that was certain.

“Are you all right back there, Kathleen?” Martha glanced in the mirror and Kathleen produced her most reassuring smile.

“Never better.”

She’d been a great deal better, but Martha was already anxious enough and to admit how she felt would stimulate a flow of follow-up questions that she wasn’t able to answer. She’d never been a person who shared each and every feeling. And how could she share something she didn’t understand herself?

Her dizzy spell had shaken her up. What if that had been it? She would have died not knowing what was in those letters. And perhaps that would have been a good thing. What if the contents upset her? The events of that summer had shaped her. She’d made the hardest decision of her life and she’d believed, truly, that she’d done the right thing.

But what if those letters told her otherwise? Without opening them, she had no way of knowing.

She should have destroyed them. If something happened to her on this trip, someone else would open them.

She thought about it. Hands tearing through sealed envelopes. Curiosity. Shock, maybe. Revelations. Those hands would probably belong to Liza, who would never dream of disposing of letters without first reading them in case they contained something important. It wouldn’t sit well with her sense of responsibility.

The secrets of Kathleen’s past would be exposed in a way she couldn’t control. They would reveal a picture she couldn’t yet see. And she knew that no matter what they said, those letters would only be part of the story.

Kathleen knew the beginning of the story, but not the end. There could have been any number of outcomes and the only way to find out was to open those letters.

The thought made her physically uncomfortable. She shifted in her seat.

Brian was the only person who knew the truth. He was the only person she’d shared everything with, and even then it had taken time and gentle coaxing.

Her chest ached. How she missed him. His wry sense of humor. His quiet way, and his wise counsel. He’d been gone for five years and yet she still found herself turning to talk to him in the night.

She’d never fully shared herself with anyone except Brian. Not even with Liza. She’d protected herself for so long it had proved an impossible habit to break.

Until now.

She felt a twinge of guilt that she’d shared more of her past with Martha than she had with her own daughter.

In front of her Martha and Josh were engaged in conversation about where they should stop for lunch and what they should eat.

“Catfish and crispy tater tots,” Josh said and Martha pulled a face.

“I don’t even know what that is.”

“It’s good old Oklahoma food. Cover the fish in cornmeal, fry it. Delicious.”

Martha shook her head. “Not convinced. Not a big fish lover to be honest. And a kitty-fish doesn’t tempt me to change my mind.”

“How about onion burger? They used onions to bulk out the meat during the Great Depression and their attempts at economizing led to the most delicious burger.”

“That sounds better than catfish.”

“I’ll order catfish and you can try it. You should try everything once.”

“That’s what I thought about marriage and look how that turned out.”

“You’re also driving Route 66 for the first time and that’s turning out okay, isn’t it?”

Kathleen saw Martha smile at him.

After the drama of the night before, they’d developed an easy camaraderie. It seemed that her funny turn had forced them together in a way she’d failed to manage with her heavy-handed attempts at matchmaking.

Oh how well she remembered those days of flirtatious looks, the air heavy with sexual tension and anticipation.

It cheered her to think that although her own life might be a tangled mess, at least Martha’s was looking hopeful.

She focused on that, in the hope of calming the emotional turmoil churning inside her.

“How are you feeling, Kathleen?” Martha glanced in the mirror, asking the same question she’d asked at least ten times since leaving the motel.

“I’m alive,” Kathleen said. “I took my pulse to confirm it. You may continue, reassured.”

Martha grinned. “You sound like you again. Don’t you think so, Josh?”

“Yes.” He turned. “If you need to stop—”

“You’ll be the first to know.”

Dear boy. Although “boy” was hardly the right description. Josh was a man, and a fine specimen at that.

Like Martha, she was relieved he’d opted to travel with them a little longer, and not only because she hoped it might culminate in a little romance for Martha. Josh had proved himself to be steady and capable.

In some ways he reminded her a little of Brian, although Josh appeared to have a drive and ambition that her husband had lacked.

It hadn’t bothered her. She’d had drive and ambition enough for both of them.

After Adam, she’d never let herself become too close to anyone, and her job had facilitated that approach. Maybe that was part of the reason she’d chosen that line of work. Even before The Summer Seekers, she’d traveled around the country as part of her work.

And here she was, doing it again. Dwelling on the past.

Maybe it was a feature of age, that the past seemed more relevant than the future.

They stopped for lunch at a roadside diner, and Kathleen found she wasn’t hungry.

And of course Martha noticed.

“You’re not eating. You need to eat.”

“I ate a large breakfast.”

“You eat a large breakfast every day and it has never interfered with your lunch before. Can we order you something else?” Martha was obviously poised to fuss over her and Kathleen gave her what she hoped was a quelling look.

“If I feel the need for something else, I can order it myself.”

“I know.” Martha, never easily quelled, beamed at her. “But I thought I’d save you the bother.”

To avoid an argument, Kathleen nibbled a few pieces of salad.

Josh excused himself to go to the restroom and Martha leaned forward.

“I’ve been thinking—”

“Should that admission make me nervous?”

“You could ask Liza to open the letters. That way you’d know what was in them.”

It was unsettling to know that Martha’s mind had been moving in the same direction as her own. “And she would also then know what was in them.”

“What’s wrong with that? Why not let her share it with you? You’ve said you’re not close. Sounds as if you’d like to be. She might like the fact you’re involving her. It might bring you closer.”

Or it might have the opposite effect.

“If I’d wanted to open the letters, I would have opened them.”

“You didn’t want to open them before—I get that. You must have been so mad with Ruth. Trying to move on. But things change, don’t they? I mean, if you asked me now if I wanted to marry Steven I’d say definitely no way, but there was a point where I wanted to, obviously, or I wouldn’t have done it. People are allowed to change their minds.”

That wasn’t it. That wasn’t it, at all.

Kathleen felt something flutter inside her.

Martha had no idea.

She didn’t understand that the reason she hadn’t opened those letters wasn’t out of some childish wish for revenge, or even a wish to keep the past in the past. It was because she’d been afraid of what they’d say.

She was still afraid.

Martha thought she should read the letters, but Martha knew only a tiny sliver of the story. That was all Kathleen had shared.

“I appreciate your concern.”

“But you want me to stop talking now.” Martha gave a good-natured smile. “I don’t want you worrying, that’s all. And I know you are worrying, even though you won’t admit it.”

“I don’t know why you would think that.”

“You’re quiet. And you’ve stopped actively trying to fix me up with Josh.”

“I consider my work in that area to be complete. If you can’t see what a perfect rebound experience he would provide, then I’m at a loss to know what more I can do to convince you.”

“I’m not going to have a rebound experience, Kathleen.” Martha finished her fries. “But I admit it’s good having him with us.”

Yesterday Martha had given Josh the silent treatment. Today she’d been chatting away, very much back to her usual self.

Sometimes it took a while to get used to an idea, Kathleen thought. You had to plant a seed, water it and let it grow.

Josh returned to the table and he and Martha promptly started arguing about dessert.

Adorable, Kathleen thought.

She tried to push thoughts of Ruth to the back of her mind, but her old friend hovered like a dark cloud on an otherwise bright day, her presence threatening change.

She could ignore those letters, Kathleen reminded herself. She didn’t have to read them.

But then Liza might read them.

Oh if only she knew what they said, she would know whether she needed to read them or not.

The ridiculousness of that thought made her laugh.

“What’s funny?” Martha glanced up from the menu with a smile.

“Nothing.”

Martha ordered ice cream, and Josh did the same. “What was Brian’s favorite food, Kathleen?” Martha handed the menu back. “Are you a good cook?”

“I’m an appalling cook. Brian wasn’t overflowing with talent in that area either. Liza was always the one who showed a skill in the kitchen. She still does. She treats food like art. Everything she puts on the plate looks pretty.” Had she ever praised her daughter for her cooking skills? That day she’d sped down to the West Country after Kathleen’s accident bearing a casserole, had Kathleen even thanked her? She had an uncomfortable feeling that she might have said something impatient.

Liza had probably thought her rude and ungrateful. It was only now with some distance that she could understand the reason for her less than admirable behavior. She’d been terrified. Terrified that they might persuade her to sell her home and move into residential accommodation. Terrified that it might, in fact, be the best decision for her.

The house had been the best gift Brian had ever given her, apart from love.

When she’d finally accepted his proposal, he’d taken her on a car ride to Oakwood and pulled into the curving drive.

I’ve found a house with nothing between you and the sea.

The fact that he’d understood her deep need for independence and freedom had cemented her decision to marry him.

She hated the idea of staying in one place, but then she’d fallen in love with her cottage by the ocean. It made her feel that she was on the edge of a journey. That she could sail away at a moment’s notice.

Why had she not said that? Why had she not said, Liza, I’m afraid.

Because she handled life by not letting it get too close.

In their last phone conversation Liza had said I love you, and what had she said in return? Not I love you too, even though she did love her daughter very much. She’d said I know you do.

It was evidence of Liza’s great love for her that she hadn’t given up on her mother.

Kathleen’s heart ached.

She should do better. She would do better.

She watched as Martha dipped her spoon into Josh’s chocolate ice cream and he tried her strawberry.

Sharing. Sharing was an essential part of fostering a good relationship. It wasn’t enough to tell Liza she loved her, she had to show her. Actions meant so much more than mere words, although of course words mattered too.

She needed to show Liza that she trusted her and valued her opinion.

And there was a good way to do that.

She needed to ask her daughter to read Ruth’s letters.

She needed to be honest about the past.
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Martha

AMARILLO~SANTA FE, NEW MEXICO

Martha glanced in the mirror. They’d spent the morning touring Amarillo’s historic district, and now Kathleen was sleeping in the back of the car as they headed across the top of Texas toward New Mexico.

Since her dizzy spell, Kathleen had been more subdued. The day before they’d driven from Oklahoma City to Amarillo and Kathleen had dozed for much of the journey. Martha had asked if she was feeling quite well, and been told that she was, but she’d insisted on an early night, leaving Martha and Josh to spend another evening together.

Josh had suggested a steakhouse, but Martha hadn’t wanted to be too far from Kathleen, so they’d ordered in pizza again, played cards and watched a movie.

“Do you think she’s matchmaking?” Josh had asked at one point but Martha had shaken her head.

“I wish she was. She’s very unlike herself. Anyway, I could never be with someone who didn’t eat the crust from the pizza.” She eyed the crusts on his plate and he shrugged.

“I hate crusts. Give me gooey cheese any day. This is a tiring trip for her. Could be that.”

“Maybe.” But Martha didn’t think so.

She felt uneasy. She had a strong feeling that the reason Kathleen felt out of sorts wasn’t physical, but emotional, and it didn’t feel right to share that with Josh.

Was she thinking about Ruth? About the letters? They’d talked about it enough for Martha to know what a big deal it was.

She glanced in her mirror again and saw Kathleen’s head resting against the back of the seat. Sleeping?

Martha turned her attention back to the road.

To stop herself worrying about Kathleen, she focused on Josh. “What are you going to do at the end of this trip? Are you worried that you don’t have a job to go back to?”

“No.”

“I admire you. Must feel good to be able to walk out and slam the door in your boss’s face, metaphorically speaking. Not many people would do that. I’m guessing he won’t give you a reference—” She glanced at him, saw something in his face and suddenly she knew. “Oh—”

“Oh what? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“It’s you, isn’t it? This awful boss of yours—”

“I never said he was awful.”

“Scary and focused then. It’s you! You were the boss.” She felt foolish and embarrassed. “I see it clearly now. The way you paused a little too long when Kathleen was telling you what she thought of your ‘boss’, as if you weren’t sure whether to defend him or not. Why didn’t you say something?”

“Because this is a vacation.” He sounded tired. “I needed a break from it all. Work. Being the boss. All of it. I didn’t want to talk about it.”

This car was crowded with things no one wanted to talk about, Martha thought. And what good did that do? Kathleen had obviously been carrying the weight of her past around with her for decades. As far as she could see, nothing got fixed by burying it.

“So basically although you’re hitchhiking, you’re a gazillionaire.”

“I never said that.”

“But you’re super successful, and not exactly having to wonder where your next meal is coming from.” And she almost wished she hadn’t figured it out because now she felt intimidated.

No way would she have a fling with someone like him.

They were totally wrong for each other, and not only because he didn’t eat the crust from his pizza. He was a career person. Driven. Probably ruthless. The type of man who chose work over a good time. The type of man her mother would kill to see one of her daughters with.

That itself was enough to put Martha off. He probably had a million qualifications. He’d judge her, the way her family judged her. He’d tell her to get a proper job and take life seriously. With him, she’d never feel good enough.

“Life isn’t all about money.” Josh sounded relaxed and she rolled her eyes because of course he was relaxed. He wasn’t the one who had made a fool of himself.

“That’s easy to say when you have plenty. Believe me, when you don’t, it becomes something of a focus. Not that I’m greedy. I don’t need diamonds or anything—not that I’d say no to diamonds—but money, even a small amount, does give you choices. If I had money, I wouldn’t have to live with my family, and that would be good for everyone’s mental health. You’re able to take a break because you don’t have to worry about where your next meal is coming from.”

Underneath her humiliation was a layer of envy.

Josh gave her a long look. “I hope my next meal is coming from that diner up ahead, because it’s recommended in the guidebook.”

Martha barely managed to raise a smile. “You can joke, but this changes everything.”

“What does it change?” He was calm. “You want me to pay for the burgers? I was going to do that anyway. My contribution.”

“This problem goes a lot deeper than who pays for the burgers. I was comfortable with you, but now I’m not.”

“Why? What does my job have to do with anything?”

It was probably a lot easier to be casual about success when you’d experienced it. “Tell me about your company.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to know.”

He sighed. “I design and sell DBMS.”

“I don’t know what that is.”

“Database management software.”

“Still no idea what that is. Time to stop the conversation. It’s not making me feel good about myself. I don’t even understand what it is you do, let alone how you do it.”

“Basically I design software that make databases run smoothly.”

“So you don’t make something I’m likely to have used, or any individual.”

“Not directly. Our products are used by big companies.”

“And you set up the company.”

“Yes.”

Martha felt herself shrink. “From nothing.”

“Yes.”

“And now it’s worth—a lot.”

“I guess. The diner we talked about is up here on the right so you need to turn.”

Martha turned, and parked outside the diner. “I’m not sure I can drive knowing I have a tech tycoon in the seat next to me.” She was hit by a wave of depression. She’d been enjoying the trip so much, but it was all an illusion. Or maybe delusion would be a better word. This wasn’t a new life. It was a pause in her old life. Yes, she was having fun but it wasn’t real. She couldn’t spend the rest of her life driving old ladies across America. What lay ahead wasn’t a sun-soaked adventure in California, but a return home to the less than welcoming arms of her family. It was all very well realizing that she needed to distance herself from people who made her feel bad about herself, but how?

“What does my job have to do with anything?”

“Let’s put it like this—if my body was my ego, right now I’d be skinny.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Wasn’t it obvious? “Being with you makes me feel small. You’re intimidating.”

“Intimidating?” He looked astonished. “How?”

The fact that he could laugh made it worse.

“You may find this funny, but I don’t.” When she’d been with her grandmother she’d never seen the importance of striving for a career, but even she had to admit that what she’d achieved so far in her life couldn’t be described as impressive. “Maybe you should be a little more sensitive.”

“Maybe you should have a little more self-confidence. You’re too easily intimidated, Martha.”

“That’s easy to say when you’re a massive success.”

“There are many definitions of success, Martha, and they don’t all involve money. You’re making assumptions about me based on your own prejudices. I’ll go get us a table.” He left the car and slammed the door behind him.

Martha flinched. Prejudices? He was accusing her of having prejudices? His success was a fact, not opinion.

What did he have to be angry about?

She watched as he strode across the parking lot and saw him pause outside the diner. He ran his hand over the back of his neck and she saw his shoulders move as he breathed deeply and composed himself.

Behind her, Kathleen stirred. “What’s the matter with Josh?”

“When he talked about a boss who wouldn’t let him take a vacation, he was talking about himself. He’s the boss.”

“I know.”

“You know?” Martha turned to look at her. “And you didn’t think it was a fact worth sharing?”

“I knew you’d be intimidated, and I didn’t want that to happen. I wanted you to get to know each other a little first. Did you fight about something?”

“Sort of.” Why did she feel guilty? Because she’d upset him in some way, and he’d been nothing but kind. It was a strange situation because being closeted together in the car created a false intimacy. They were close, and yet not close. The fact that she’d upset him and had no idea why was a sharp reminder that they didn’t know each other at all.

It shouldn’t have mattered, but it did.

Kathleen reached forward and patted her on the shoulder. “You like him, don’t you?”

“Not anymore.”

“You like him.”

“Okay, I like him but I’m not getting involved with someone who makes me feel bad about myself.”

“No one can make you feel bad about yourself unless you let them.”

“That’s a great theory. In practice it’s not that easy.”

“Character is more important than bank balance. Josh has been heroic in his actions.”

“Because he found a doctor?”

“He also found bacon, which tells me he’s a man who has his priorities straight.” Kathleen lowered her sunglasses and looked at Martha. “Talk to him. I need to use the restroom, and I’m going to be at least fifteen minutes.”

“Fifteen? Are you planning to redecorate or something?”

“I plan to give you enough time for a proper conversation with Josh.”

“I’d rather have a conversation with you,” Martha said. “You’ve been quiet and tired the last couple of days. I should come with you.”

“You’re my driver, not my nurse although after my fainting episode I do understand why you might think your job description has expanded somewhat.” Kathleen gathered up her bag and her wrap and emerged into the bright sunlight. “Go. It’s the perfect moment.”

Was it? He’d walked away. That could be taken as a clear indication that he was annoyed with her and didn’t want to continue the conversation. On the other hand he was reserving a table, which implied that he expected them to join him.

And Martha believed strongly that issues shouldn’t be ignored. If there was one thing she couldn’t bear, it was an atmosphere.

She slid her arm into Kathleen’s as they walked to the door of the restaurant. “Is it the letters? Is that why you’re quiet? You’ve been thinking about them?” She felt a tug on her arm and stopped walking. “I know a parking lot isn’t the place for this conversation, but I don’t want to say anything in front of Josh and I’m worried about you. I know those letters are important to you. You have to be wondering what they say. I don’t really understand why you haven’t read them before now.”

“Because I was afraid I might not like what they say.”

Kathleen was scared.

Why hadn’t she realized that before? Fierce, fearless, Kathleen was scared. Even she had her vulnerabilities. She was as human as Martha.

She covered Kathleen’s hand with hers. “But if Liza reads them, then you can talk about it together.”

“I’m considering it. As I told you, we don’t have that kind of relationship. We’re not particularly close—my fault, of course.”

Because Kathleen protected herself, Martha thought. And no one understood that better than her.

But she knew how hard it must have been for Kathleen to admit that and was quick to reassure her.

“Liza loves you. I saw that when I came to meet you that day. And I see it in the messages she sends, and the way she sounds on the phone when she asks how you are. You don’t have to protect yourself from someone who loves you. She’s an adult, Kathleen. Whatever is in those letters, she’ll handle it. She’d probably like the chance to support you.”

“I don’t need support.”

“We all need support.” Martha glanced at the diner, where Josh was sitting alone. Did Josh need support? “I’ll do what you suggest and talk to Josh. But if you’re more than fifteen minutes, I’m sending in a search party.”

Kathleen squeezed Martha’s hand. “You are a very special young woman. You have high emotional intelligence.”

Martha felt her throat thicken. “You say the nicest things.”

Kathleen sighed. “I speak only the truth, and the sooner you stop mixing with dreadful people who make you think less of yourself the better. Did you delete Steven from your contacts?”

“Not yet.”

“Well, do it, while you still have the confidence to get out of bed in the morning.”

Why hadn’t she deleted his number? He didn’t add anything to her life except stress. She didn’t want him in her life.

“Perhaps you’re right.” Martha paused in the doorway of the diner. She could see the back of Josh’s head in a booth by the window.

“Go.” Kathleen patted her arm. “You, Martha, are smarter than you think you are.” She headed to the restrooms while Martha joined Josh at the booth.

He passed the menu across to her.

“Thanks.” She took it and then put it down again. If she was going to do this, then she had to do it right away before Kathleen joined them. “I know I upset you in some way, and I’m sorry. If you’d like to talk about it, then I’d like to listen.” She stopped as the waitress arrived with coffee and iced waters. “You’re not crossing Route 66 for the fun of it, are you?” Presumably he could take a private jet if he wanted to. Or hire his own chauffeur. There had to be a reason that someone like him would want to hitchhike.

Josh picked up his glass of water. Condensation misted the side of the glass. “I was supposed to do this trip with my brother.”

It was the first personal thing he’d told her. “And he couldn’t make it?”

“He’s dead.”

“Oh Josh—” She reached out and covered his hand with hers. She remembered how she’d felt when her grandmother had died. How empty, and alone. She felt him tense and waited for him to pull away from her, but after a pause his fingers closed over hers.

“It’s been—hard. The toughest time of my life.”

When her grandmother died many people had said clumsy things. Some hadn’t been in contact at all because they hadn’t known what to say, and that had been bad too. All of it had added to her sense of isolation.

She knew it was important to say something, but she also knew that the words she chose mattered.

“Grief is a horrible, cruel thing. People talk about going through stages, but honestly it wasn’t like that for me. I think of it like being on the ocean. One moment things are calm and you start to relax, and you feel almost confident and think ‘I’ve got this’, and then the next minute you’re swamped by a wave and you’re gasping for air and drowning.”

“You’ve lost someone close to you?”

“My Nanna. It’s different, I know, because she’d lived a full life, but she was the person I loved most in the world. She understood me. When she died it was as if I’d lost a layer of protection. I felt raw. My whole world changed shape. Losing her was the biggest thing I’ve had to handle—worse than my divorce to be honest—and she wasn’t there to help me through it.”

“But you coped.”

Martha stared down at their hands, still locked together. “Not really. Not in a way that makes me proud. I was lonely, vulnerable, desperate to connect with someone and feel close and understood, the way I had been with Nanna. When Steven suggested marriage, I said yes. I thought it would fix everything. It didn’t. It made everything worse. Feeling lonely inside a marriage is a thousand times worse than feeling lonely outside. The whole thing was a mistake really. I guess he thought so too.”

Why had she been so hard on herself? She’d been beating herself up about making bad decisions, but when she laid the facts out like that her decisions made more sense.

He nodded. “Your grandmother sounds like a special person.”

“She really was.” She paused. “Had you been planning this trip with your brother for a long time?”

He put the glass down. “He’d been threatening me with it for two years, but I was always too busy.”

“Threatening?”

He gave a faint smile. “Red and I were very—different.”

“Red?”

“His name was Lance, but everyone called him Red because if there was danger to be found, that’s where you’d find my brother. I was the serious one. Tech addicted, focused, driven. He was a laid-back cool surfer dude. He loved water. I hate water. When we were teenagers, I built a surfing game that I could play from my bedroom so that we could connect—it was our joke. That I managed to find a way to surf on dry land, while he was out there doing the real thing.” He stared into the glass of water. “I used to ask him when he was going to do something serious with his life, and he always told me that serious was overrated and that looking at me made him realize he’d made all the right choices. He thought my life was insane. I felt the same way about his. Despite that, we were close. That probably sounds unlikely to you.”

“No. One life does not fit all, a bit like clothes. Just because you’re wearing something I wouldn’t wear, doesn’t mean I don’t think you look good.”

He smiled. “That’s an interesting way of looking at it.”

Why hadn’t it occurred to her before? Just because her decisions seemed bad to her family, didn’t mean they were bad. For some reason she didn’t understand she was programmed to believe her family were right in all things.

She forced her attention back to Josh. “Is that why you’re hitchhiking? You’re wearing his clothes? Doing it his way?”

“In a way. He said I’d forgotten how to connect with real life. He wasn’t right, but still—” He let go of her hand. “He died in a surfing accident, which is exactly how he would have chosen to go. It’s been two years, and I miss him every day.”

He’d been traveling the road alone, thinking of his brother. Missing his brother.

She’d been thinking that he had life all figured out, and he didn’t have it figured out at all.

“I think it’s great that you’re doing this trip. It’s the perfect way to honor him and remember him.” Martha felt her throat thicken. “What was on his list? What would he have talked you into doing?”

Josh sat back in his chair and smiled. “You’re right—we would have wanted to do different things. I would have tried to drag him to museums and places that highlight the history of the road. He would have been using my credit card to book an expensive river rafting trip. I would have complained the whole time.”

She made a mental note to research it. She was going to make him do something he would have done with his brother.

“Do you have a photo of him?”

He dug his hand into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. “This one was taken when he visited me at my offices. It was one of the few days when I was wearing a suit. He wouldn’t let me forget it, even though I’m usually in jeans.” He pushed it across the table. “He joked that he wore his only clean shirt.”

Martha picked it up and saw a smiling man with shaggy blond hair and a wicked smile. “You’re alike.”

“We’re nothing alike, Martha. Apart from my aversion to water, he’s vegan and I’d drive seven hours for a decent steak. He can name every breed of shark, and I can build a computer from scratch. I don’t think there’s a single area where our tastes aligned. And I’m doing it again—talking about him as if he’s still here.” He paused, emotion close to the surface and she felt a stab of sympathy. She’d done the same thing herself, many times.

“I’m not talking about what you enjoy, or the way you’re dressed. But you have the same smile. And eyes.”

“That’s what you see when you look at that photo?”

She saw love.

And pride, in both their eyes. But maybe this wasn’t the time to say that. “I see brothers.” Sadness punched through her. She didn’t have a single photo like this one with her sister. Josh and his brother looked comfortable together. She and Pippa had never willingly appeared in a photo together. They’d never been comfortable together. Maybe she should stop trying to fix that and accept that it was the way it was. “Do you have more?”

He flicked through his wallet and pulled out a couple more. “These were taken when he took me surfing. He joked that the ocean was his office. I was never sporty. I can fix your laptop but don’t ever ask me to catch a ball or a wave.”

And yet he’d gone surfing with his brother. And he lit up when he talked about him.

She handed the photos back. “You had fun.”

“Spending time with him was fun, although I would have chosen to spend it on dry land. I wish I’d done it more often. I wish I’d spent less time fixated on work and more time having fun with Red. I’m not big on life advice, but if I were to give some it would be ‘do it now, because there may not be a tomorrow’.”

And now she understood why he’d reacted so strongly to their conversation about success. His success was a wound. He was being tortured by every moment he’d spent at work and not with his brother.

She could see the regret in his eyes. “Can I ask you something?”

“Go ahead.” He put the photos back in his pocket.

“I don’t pretend to understand what you do, but it does seem to me that you love it. It’s your passion, yes?”

“Yes. Since I was a kid. I was as crazy about my computer as my brother was about his surfboard. I had as much fun with my virtual surfing game as he did with the real thing.”

She sipped her water. “You both followed your passion. It wasn’t as if you’d gone down the route you chose because you were chasing money, or corporate success—not that there’s anything wrong with that. Money is a necessity, that’s a fact. But the point is you loved the job. So did he. You were both doing what you loved. You said you had nothing in common, but you had that. I don’t claim to know much about anything, but doing what you love is the very definition of a life well lived, surely? That’s the success I see, not the money. And I think that’s something to be proud of, not a cause for regret.”

He was silent for a long moment. “You’re wise, do you know that?”

“No. Usually I’m told I know nothing about real life.”

“I think you know a lot more about life than you think, Martha. Maybe you should spend less time listening to other people and listen to yourself.”

Kathleen had said the same thing.

She put her glass down. Did she have the confidence to do that? Ignore the people around her, and follow her own instincts?

What would she do if people weren’t constantly putting her off and minimizing her ideas?

Something that involved connecting with people. But that wasn’t a passion, was it? Not like surfing or tech.

Josh seemed about to say something else when Kathleen finally joined them.

She’d timed her entrance so perfectly that Martha wondered if she’d been listening or lip reading.

“Do they have tacos?” Kathleen sat down next to Martha and pulled the guidebook out of her bag. “Planning time. Josh, I hope you’ll join us for the next phase of our trip.”

Martha held her breath and focused on her menu. She’d assumed he’d leave, but now she knew his story she badly wanted him to carry on his journey with them. She wanted to do what his brother would have done and encourage him to have fun. She sensed he needed that, and she wanted to be the person to help him do it.

Josh glanced up from the menu. “I appreciate the offer, but there are things I need to do.”

And now she knew why he was making this trip, Martha was determined that he wasn’t going to do those things alone. “Just because you hitch a ride, doesn’t mean you have to stick with us like glue. Kathleen and I will probably be out and about getting up to serious mischief anyway.”

“I don’t doubt that.” There was a smile in his eyes. “But I’ll want to stay a little longer in the Grand Canyon than you had planned.”

“We don’t have plans as such—” Kathleen waved a hand. “Take as long as you wish. Martha will amend our booking. I can’t think of a better place to linger.”

Josh hesitated. “If we do this, then I’d insist on being in charge of the accommodation.”

“We can argue that part later.”

“So that’s settled?” Martha’s mind was already working. She needed to research trips on the Colorado River. She didn’t want to leave Kathleen for long, so it would have to be a day trip. And anyway, if Josh was going to complain and moan about getting wet the whole time, a day would probably be more than enough for both of them.

Their food arrived, plates heaped high with refried beans, spicy enchiladas and tacos for Kathleen.

“I confess I like having you around for reassurance, Josh,” Kathleen said. “What if I collapse again? You proved to be most useful when it came to finding a doctor.”

Martha reached for the salt. “I could find a doctor if we needed one.”

But she too, wanted Josh to continue with them on the trip, even more so now that she understood how much this journey meant to him. He shouldn’t be on his own for this, should he? It was clear he was finding it difficult. He might need a friend and he seemed a little like Kathleen—so used to handling life’s challenges on his own that he didn’t know how to reach out. And if he continued alone, who would step into his brother’s shoes and nudge him to do the things he wouldn’t normally do?

She was going to stop thinking about his job and that he was so successful in his business. Just like Kathleen, there was a person behind the success. A human being, who felt all the same things every person felt. He was a man grieving for his brother. A confused man, who somehow felt he’d let his brother down.

A person wasn’t defined by their job, and she was going to keep reminding herself of that.

They finished their meal and returned to the car.

Filled with a sense of purpose, Martha slid into the driver’s seat. “You’re lucky to be traveling with us, Josh. You probably haven’t heard, but I’m a great driver.”

“I heard that.” He slid into the passenger seat. “I heard that roundabouts and reversing are your favorite things, so I’ll try and find a route that gives us plenty of both.”

“Very funny.”

He smiled at her and her heart bumped hard against her chest. He’d smiled at her before, of course, but this was different. This smile was slower, intimate, the type of smile shared between two people who knew each other.

Her insides did an elaborate dance that included a spin and possibly a pirouette.

No, Martha. No, no, no. Yes, she felt sympathy, yes he was sexy—but none of that changed the fact that Josh Ryder was absolutely not her type.

He was a planner. She was spontaneous. Maybe she should embrace that side of herself instead of constantly trying to shape herself into the person others wanted her to be. She was never going to be the corporate type. She was more like Red Ryder, living life in the moment.

But Josh thought she was wise.

Wise.

Martha focused on the road. She was conscious of Josh in the seat next to her, his knee within touching distance and his hand resting close to hers. It made it hard to concentrate.

She kept thinking of Kathleen, so bruised by her early experience of love that she’d kept herself at a safe distance from emotions until she’d met Brian. She was urging Martha not to make the same mistake.

Martha didn’t want to have regrets.

She didn’t want to make another bad decision, but which option would be the bad decision? Having a fling with Josh, or not having a fling?

She’d never felt a fraction of this chemistry with anyone else.

She glanced in the mirror to check on Kathleen and the older woman gave her a cheeky wink.

Kathleen didn’t say a word, but she didn’t need to. Martha already knew what she was thinking.
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Liza

Liza stood in the kitchen, humming to herself as she grated ginger and chopped lemongrass for the salmon fillets.

She’d spent the day painting, experimenting with a large canvas, applying bold swipes of aqua and green to reflect the colors of this part of the coastline.

Halfway through the day she’d broken off and jogged to the beach, taken a skin-numbing swim in the freezing ocean, and then jogged back. It was something she’d been doing every day. She felt horribly unfit, her face red and her heart pounding. Sean had a gym membership, and he tried to go at least twice a week. During Liza’s three-month membership she’d managed to go on precisely two occasions, and one of those had been cut short by the school calling asking her to pick up Alice who had fallen during a game of hockey. Deciding that there was no point in paying to sponsor other people’s fitness, she’d canceled her membership. She’d planned to try a yoga class, or maybe jog in the mornings, but there was always something more pressing demanding her time. And when she did find herself with thirty minutes to herself, she couldn’t bring herself to spend it pounding along a path.

As she’d showered off the salt water, taking time to condition her hair, she’d thought more about her dream to live somewhere like this eventually. There had been a time when she and Sean had talked about it, but like many other things that dream had been squashed out by reality. Why?

Spending time with Angie had made her ask herself that question. Her friend’s life had changed radically over the past few years, and that change had been forced upon her. But why did you have to wait for a crisis life event to rethink the way you lived?

And now here she was in the kitchen, preparing dinner for a man who wasn’t her husband.

Should she feel guilty? Did she feel guilty?

No. Finn had been generous to her mother. Also, she enjoyed his company.

And it wasn’t as if Sean was going to know anything about it. If it came up in conversation then she’d talk about it, but otherwise why raise it? It was all perfectly innocent.

She put the salmon back in the fridge, whisked egg whites with sugar to make meringues and slid them into the oven.

Feeling thoroughly unlike herself, she selected a track from Finn’s most recent album and danced round the kitchen.

When the track ended she stopped, breathless, thinking how embarrassed the girls would have been if they could have seen her. They thought she was too old to dance.

And she’d thought her mother was too old to do a road trip.

Behavior shouldn’t be dictated by age, she thought. If she wanted to dance, she’d dance. If her mother wanted to travel, she should travel.

And if she wanted to stay in her home, she should stay in her home.

The doors and windows were open to the garden and Liza could smell the climbing rose that clustered on the wall next to the window. An idea formed in her head, but she pushed it away. Ridiculous. She was stepping into fantasyland.

When she was satisfied that she had dinner preparation well in hand, she headed upstairs to change.

She surveyed her new wardrobe. The problem with so much choice, she thought, was actually choosing.

In the end she settled on the red dress, because she couldn’t imagine another occasion that she might be able to wear it and a dress like this wasn’t designed to live its life hanging on a rail.

Her phone rang as she was heading downstairs.

It was her mother.

“How’s the adventurer?” Liza fastened her watch. She’d started to look forward to these nightly phone calls with her mother. “How are Martha and Josh? Are your matchmaking attempts working?”

“I am hopeful. But I didn’t call to talk about them.”

“Oh?” Liza glanced at the time. She had about half an hour before Finn arrived. “Is everything all right?”

There was a pause. “Liza, I need you to do something for me.”

Her mother never asked anything of her.

Liza sat down hard on one of the kitchen chairs. “Of course.”

“It’s—difficult.”

Physically or emotionally? “Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out.”

“Dear Liza. Always so sensible and reliable.”

Liza studied her sky-high heels. Fortunately this wasn’t a video call, or her mother would see that she’d left sensible and reliable behind in London. “What’s troubling you?”

“There are letters—”

Liza sat up straighter. “The ones in your study?”

“You know about them?”

“I found them when I was searching for the DVDs. They weren’t where you thought they were, so I checked the desk. The letters were with a ring. Which I assume is a fake diamond?”

There was a pause. “It’s not fake.”

Liza went hot and cold.

Should she mention that it was a valuable object to keep in the house? No. The ring clearly had an emotional significance that she didn’t understand. It was her mother’s business. She swallowed down her words of warning. “How can I help?” It took so long for her mother to respond that Liza glanced at her phone screen, wondering if they’d been cut off. “Hello?”

“Yes. I’m here. Before I met your father, I was engaged. His name was Adam.”

Liza stared across the kitchen.

Her mother had been engaged. To someone who wasn’t her father. Her mother had been in love.

“The man in the photo. With you and Ruth.”

“You have a good memory.”

“He broke off the engagement?” She couldn’t quite believe her mother was telling her this. Talking to her this way. She was afraid she might give the wrong response and cause her mother to retreat again.

“No, I broke it off. When I discovered that he’d had an affair with Ruth.”

Ruth. Her mother’s best friend.

“Oh no, that’s awful—” She’d had no idea. Her mother was so private, Liza hadn’t ever given much thought to what lay in her past. “Did Dad know?”

Maybe she shouldn’t have asked. She knew how hard her mother found it to talk about anything personal. “Forget it. You don’t have to talk about—”

“Your father knew. It was the reason he proposed three times. He understood how difficult I found it to make that commitment. I was never good at being close to people after that.” Her usually poised mother was hesitant and uncertain. “I preferred my relationships to be light and easy.”

“I’m not surprised.” Nor was she surprised that her mother had broken her connection with Ruth. What did surprise her was that her ultraprivate mother was finally telling her this.

“I found it hard to trust. I didn’t want to risk my heart again. I protected it carefully, you see. It was my good fortune to meet your father, and he was everything I needed. He is the only person who ever truly knew me.”

Your mother needs this.

Liza felt a sudden thud of emotion as she thought of her father, so kind and patient. That was what a perfect partnership was, wasn’t it? Knowing another person and accepting them. Allowing them to be who they were. “Are the letters from Adam or Ruth?”

“Ruth. I don’t know what they say. I made the decision not to stay in contact.”

“It must have been so hard.” Surely something like that would be impossible to forgive? It would break any friendship. “You were never tempted to open the letters?”

“Never.”

Liza glanced at the time. The last thing she wanted was for Finn to arrive in the middle of her first proper deep conversation with her mother. “Why have you changed your mind?”

“I had a funny turn. It made me realize that if something happened to me you’d open those letters. Whatever they say, I want you to know the story, Liza. And now you’re going to ask me about my dizzy spell.”

Finn had mentioned dizzy spells too.

Liza smothered all the anxious questions that bubbled to the surface. “I’m sure you handled it in whatever way you felt was right. If you’d needed me, you would have called.”

“I do need you, which is why I’m calling now. I’d like you to read those letters to me, Liza. I know it’s a lot to ask. I don’t know what’s in them. They’re deeply personal. Probably upsetting.”

But her mother trusted her with them.

Liza sat up a little straighter. “Would you like me to read them myself first and filter them? I could try and judge whether I think you’d be upset before I read them aloud.”

“Oh Liza—” There was a pause. “You’re the kindest person. Always have been. No, if we’re reading them, then we’re reading them together.”

We’re reading them together.

Liza felt a lump in her throat and a weight in her chest. She and her mother had so rarely done anything together. “Okay. Do you think Adam stayed with her?”

“I don’t know. I think there’s a strong chance he did the same thing to her that he did to me. Anyway, I didn’t intend for this to be a maudlin conversation.”

“Do you want me to get them now?” She could still cancel Finn.

“No. I’m not ready. I wanted to test the water with you, so to speak. But maybe tomorrow we could open the first couple and take it from there.”

“Of course.” It was such a lot for her mother to have told her, she was probably drained.

“Tell me about you.” Her mother’s brisk change of subject confirmed that. “Are you enjoying Cornwall?”

Liza looked at the sunlight on the garden. The small table outside was laid ready for dinner. “I’m loving it.”

“Good. That house is meant to be enjoyed. Go and enjoy it, and I’ll call you tomorrow afternoon your time if that works for you.”

Liza ended the call and sat for a moment without moving.

Her mother wanted her help. Her mother needed her help.

She felt closer to her after that one conversation than she had in her entire life.

“Hey—” Finn’s voice came from the doorway. “Is everything okay?”

Liza shot to her feet. “Hi there! My mother called and I lost track of time.”

“Bad news?”

“No.” Although she didn’t know what was in the letters so it was possible that there might be bad news. But whatever it was, she and her mother would handle it together.

Together.

“Good.” Finn pulled the baseball hat off his head, but kept on the dark glasses. “You look—incredible.”

Her conversation with her mother had made her forget that she was wearing her new dress.

She saw appreciation and warmth in Finn’s gaze and felt embarrassed. What if he thought that the way she’d dressed had been an elaborate attempt on her part at seduction? The idea was horrifying. She never should have bought the dress. It was too much for a casual dinner in the garden, even if the guest was someone like Finn Cool. But it was too late to rush upstairs and change.

“Come in. As you’re not driving, I’ve made cocktails. I thought we could take them outside.”

He stepped forward and scooped up the drinks, the movement bringing him closer to her. He smelled of sun and salt and summer and she felt an unfamiliar heat spread through her and then he started telling her a story about the dogs jumping into the sea and she managed to laugh and behave as if she hadn’t just been engulfed by the flame of sexual attraction.

It had been only a few days, but she’d forgotten how easy it was to talk to him. They laughed, chatted and ate the food she’d prepared, and she was glad she’d worn the dress.

Finn helped himself to more asparagus. “What’s on your mind?”

Her mother had been in love.

“Nothing at all. I’m relaxed, that’s all.”

“You’ve caught the sun.”

“I forgot to use sunscreen when I went swimming today.” She pressed her fingers to her cheek. “My face probably matches the dress perfectly.”

“You look good. Happier than you did when I saw you at the beginning of the week.”

“That’s what happens when you indulge in a countryside escape.”

“What were you escaping from?”

She put her fork down. “I—meant it as a phrase.”

His gaze lifted to hers. “Did you?”

She sighed. “No. This was an escape. Of sorts.”

“If you want to talk about it, go ahead.” He helped himself to more bread. “And if you’re worried about confiding in a relative stranger, let me remind you that I live with the knowledge that every single thing I do could end up as tomorrow’s news. Because of that, I’m probably the most trustworthy person you could ever meet.”

“How do you manage to lead even a semblance of a normal life when you don’t know who you can trust and who you can’t?”

“I rely on my instincts—” he raised his glass “—which are sharply honed after multiple betrayals and disappointments.”

She thought about her mother. “Bad experiences don’t put you off? You’re not tempted to play it safe?”

“I was eight when I lost my father. There’s a lot I don’t remember about him, but the one thing I remember clearly was his ability to have fun and enjoy the moment, no matter what the circumstances.” He put his glass down. “He was a lot like your mother that way. I try to do the same. It’s not an easy thing to do. People think it’s frivolous and shallow—”

“But it takes a lot of courage.”

He smiled. “That’s right. Letting yourself love—live—takes courage.”

He didn’t understand her mother at all, although he thought he did. Liza could see now that all the traveling, the emotional distance, the way Kathleen lived her life, wasn’t selfishness but self-protection. Even though Liza still didn’t know the details, for the first time in her life she felt as if she understood and understanding changed everything.

“Yes, it takes courage.”

“Trying something knowing you might fail, takes courage. Loving, when you know there’s a good chance you’ll get your heart broken.”

“Yes.” How much courage must it have taken for her mother to allow herself to love Liza’s father after everything that had happened?

“It’s always easier to protect yourself but when you build walls around yourself you don’t only keep the bad out, you keep the good out too. I guess that’s why I find your mother so inspiring,” Finn said. “She knows what she wants and goes for it. She doesn’t let fear get in the way. I want to be like her when I grow up.”

Liza had thought the same thing about her mother, but she knew better now.

Kathleen had let fear get in the way.

She stood up and cleared the plates. “Don’t grow up. I think you’re fine the way you are.”

“Says the woman who tried to kill me with a look when I almost rammed her into a ditch.”

“You recognized me?”

“Of course. You’re pretty unforgettable, Liza.” He’d tilted his chair back. Sunglasses concealed his eyes but she didn’t need to see the way he was looking at her. She could feel it.

Her skin heated as if someone had singed her skin with a blow torch. It had been so long since anyone had flirted with her she wasn’t sure she recognized it. She certainly didn’t know what to do about it.

No man had told her she was unforgettable. It was like pouring water on a thirsty plant.

Flustered, she carried the plates into the kitchen and focused on dessert and coffee.

The light was fading and the tiny lights that her mother had wound around the trees glowed like stars. Liza had always considered the fairy lights to be a surprisingly romantic touch from someone she’d never considered romantic. Her parents had never been tactile or demonstrative. She’d never seen them hug. And yet her father had been devoted to her mother, and Liza understood now that the deep love had been returned.

“So how are you enjoying your new life?” The way he was looking at her played havoc with her senses. She knew she was on the edge of something deliciously dangerous. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to step forward or back.

“Not exactly a new life. A break from the old one.” She felt breathless. Could he hear that in her voice?

“Are you saying you’re going to give up painting when you get home?”

She thought about how much she’d enjoyed the past week. She’d woken each morning eager to return to the canvas she’d left with reluctance the night before.

In London it would be different. She wouldn’t have the summerhouse, or the sound of the sea, or the space and time to indulge herself. But still…

“I’m not going to give it up.” Even the thought of going back was enough to dampen her mood, and not only because of the painting. She’d miss wearing flip-flops to the beach, eating simple food that didn’t require her to spend time in the kitchen, summer dresses and a good book. Most of all she’d miss the simplicity. She had things to think about—she knew that. Things to address. She’d been putting it off, but she was running out of time.

She paused as she heard the sound of a car pulling up.

Finn put his glass down, alert. “Are you expecting someone?”

“No.” Liza stood up. “Stay there. I’ll see who it is.”

“I can—”

“No, it’s fine.” She put out her hand to stop him. “Better not show yourself.”

Who could it be? If it was Angie then she was going to have some explaining to do.

Telling herself that she had no reason to feel guilty, Liza walked through the garden to the front of the house.

Two young women stood there.

“We’re looking for Finn Cool.”

Liza adopted a vacant expression. “Excuse me?”

“Finn Cool.” One of the girls grinned. “You’re probably too old to have heard of him.”

Cheek! “Is he famous?”

“Seriously? He’s only, like, the best musician ever.” The girl pushed her blond hair away from her face, her armful of bangles jangling.

“Oh. Well, I think I’d know if I was living next to a musical legend.”

“He was spotted in a pub up the road from here a few weeks ago.”

“Which one?”

“The Smuggler’s Arms.”

“He’d probably heard about their famous fish and chips. You should try it as you’re in the area. People travel a long way to eat there. And try the chocolate pudding for dessert.”

One of the girls turned to the other. “Are you sure you got the right pub? If he lived around here, she’d know.”

“Try farther up the coast.” Liza waved her arm vaguely. “And be careful driving up the lane. The roads are narrow.”

“I know. We got lost twice. Thanks anyway. You should check out some of his music.”

“I’ll do that.” It was a good job they hadn’t arrived a few hours earlier and caught her dancing around the kitchen.

Liza waited until the sound of the car engine had faded in the distance and returned to the back of the garden.

The table was empty and at first she thought Finn might be hiding, and then she saw the door of the summerhouse open.

She picked up her glass of wine and walked down the garden.

The air was thick and heavy with the heat but she could see ominous clouds gathering on the horizon. They were forecasting a storm.

“I’m not surprised you were hiding. They were scary.” She stepped through the door of the summerhouse to find Finn studying her painting. She felt a flash of insecurity. “Is that what you have to deal with all the time?”

He didn’t turn. “No, most of the time it’s much worse.”

“How awful. What’s the going rate for a bodyguard?”

“Mostly it’s a voluntary position but it does come with buckets of gratitude. Here, hold this—” He turned and handed her his glass of wine so that he had his hands free. “This is incredible.”

“I know. I used to almost live down here when I was a child, but my mother barely uses it. I cleaned it up after I saw you that day and I’ve been using it as a studio ever since.”

“I’m not talking about the summerhouse. I’m talking about this painting. Is this going to be mine?”

“I wasn’t sure you were serious.”

“Oh I’m serious. I don’t believe you’ve done all these since the weekend.” Without apology he started looking through the canvases she had stacked against the wall.

“Some are old. I’d forgotten they were here.” And she was a little embarrassed that he was looking at them.

“How can you forget work like this? Thanks for dealing with those women, by the way.”

“You’re welcome. It was more excitement than I usually have in a day. Do you think I have a future in espionage?”

“No, but I think you have a future as an artist.” Finn bent down and took a closer look at one of the canvases. “They’re stunning. You have a real gift, Liza.”

“Thank you. That’s kind.”

“I’m never kind. Ask anyone who knows me.” He pulled one of the larger canvases out and rested it on the table. “Will you sell me this?”

“Instead of the other one?”

“No. I want both.” He studied her work in progress. “This would look perfect in my hallway.”

“It isn’t finished.”

“Then finish it and name your price.”

She swallowed. “Are you being polite?”

A smile played around his mouth. “I’m neither polite, nor kind. I’m buying it because I want it, and when I want something—” He left the pause hanging there and it grew and grew, fed by the tense atmosphere.

She wouldn’t have thought so much could be said without either of them uttering a word.

His face hovered close to hers and she had a crazy instinct that he was about to kiss her, right here in the leafy shadows of the garden.

She could barely focus, her mind hazy from need and wine. “I’m married.”

“I know.” His smile widened, seductive and knowing.

She shook her head, acknowledging the differences between them. And those differences, and the lure of the forbidden, were what made him so attractive, of course. It was hard not to feel flattered. Harder still not to be tempted. “Maybe you’re as bad as the rumors suggest.”

“Maybe I am.” His gaze lowered to her mouth and the heat in his eyes almost singed her skin. “How about you, Liza?”

How about her?

She’d always thought she was the type of woman who would never look at another man, but she was looking at Finn.

She was being pulled by an invisible thread to the edge of a cliff, and there would be no recovering from the fall.

His mouth was dangerously close to hers. “Think about it.”

She swayed, disorientated. “You mean about selling the paintings?”

“That too.” He stroked a finger lazily over her cheek. “Thank you for a great evening. Come over to my place tomorrow.”

Come over to his place? For dinner? For sex?

“What exactly are you offering?”

“That’s up to you.” He was so close that a fraction of movement on her part would have meant they were kissing.

“Finn—”

“Come at 7:00. That way we’ll have time for a swim before.”

Before what?

She opened her mouth to ask, but he was already strolling up the path away from her.

She stood, torn between calling him back and letting him go.

What was she doing?

Of course she couldn’t go to his place tomorrow. She wasn’t naive. It was obvious that he wasn’t inviting her to sample his cooking.

He hadn’t even touched her, but she felt as if he had. She rubbed her palms up her arms. Her skin felt warm, her whole body engulfed in a delicious melty feeling.

Shaking her head, she closed the door of the summerhouse and walked on unsteady legs back to the house, but Finn had gone.

She felt different, and it wasn’t the dress or the heels. It was the way Finn had looked at her. He’d made her feel attractive. Aware of herself as a woman.

But she wasn’t going to go tomorrow.

Or was she? She was going to be opening Ruth’s letters with her mother tomorrow afternoon. It could be upsetting. An evening with Finn would give her something to look forward to.

The doorbell rang and her pulse rate doubled.

Finn.

He’d changed his mind about waiting until tomorrow.

Smoothing her hair, she took a deep breath and walked to the door, feeling tall and elegant in her new heels.

She tugged open the door, a smile on her face, and almost fell over.

Sean stood there, hair ruffled, unshaven, eyes tired. In his hand was the article from the magazine, crumpled and torn in places. Eight signs that your marriage might be in trouble.

“Hi, Liza.”
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Liza

Liza slept badly, which tended to happen when your husband arrived unannounced and you were all dressed up and contemplating sex with another man.

She would not have slept with Finn, or so she told herself as she lay staring at the ceiling, thinking about Sean who she’d sent to the bedroom across the corridor.

It was the first time in their long marriage that they’d been in the same house and slept apart. She’d used the excuse that he must be tired after the journey and in need of a good sleep, but really it was because she wasn’t sure there was room in the bed for the two of them and her guilt. She needed to think everything through and she wouldn’t be able to do that with Sean lying next to her.

Why should she feel guilty? She hadn’t done anything. Thinking about something didn’t count, did it? Or maybe it did.

She’d felt like the one in the right, but now she felt like the one in the wrong which was what happened when you put off doing something that needed to be done.

She should have spoken to Sean right away, the moment those first doubts had crept into her head. Like spotting a weed in the garden, she should have said, Look at that! Let’s pull it up right now in case it spreads, but she hadn’t, and she’d let it spread until there were so many weeds she could barely see him through the tangled mess.

She saw now that she was as responsible for their problems as he was, because she hadn’t said anything. She’d expected him to know, as if he should have been able to read her mind after so many years. As if he had magical powers.

But life wasn’t magical, it was messy and real and never more real than when Sean turned up at the door, frantic because he’d found the article and didn’t want their marriage to be in trouble. She didn’t want it to be in trouble either, but her response to that had been to dig her head into the sand and then run away and press Pause on her life, whereas he’d immediately sped to her side.

She’d always thought she was nothing like her mother, but now she realized that wasn’t true. Being honest about emotions was easy when those emotions were positive and clear, but not so easy when there were difficult conversations to be had.

She’d lain awake for most of the night, her head full of Finn, that almost kiss, Sean, their wedding, their hopes, the girls, real life. It had all churned around like an ugly soup until she felt nauseated.

She was grateful when light slowly seeped into the room because the darkness seemed to make her thoughts dark too.

At five, she gave up and headed downstairs.

The weather had broken in the night, and a dramatic storm had turned to heavy rain. It had pounded the roof and the windows and bounced off the garden, leaving plants drooping and cowed under the sheer force of it. The weather reflected the change in her situation. Her days of solitary summer sunshine were behind her.

She walked into the kitchen and found Sean already seated at the kitchen table. One look at his face told her that he hadn’t slept either.

Their exchange the night before had been awkward to say the least. She’d broken into a sweat when she’d opened the door and found him there, not because of the heat although that had been overpowering, but at the thought of what would have happened had he arrived half an hour earlier. He would have found her laughing and flirting with Finn in the summerhouse.

She’d ushered Sean inside, appalled that he was clutching that stupid article. It hadn’t occurred to her that he might find it.

“Are you on your own? Where are the girls?”

“They’re at home. I thought this was something we needed to talk about without an audience.” He’d eyed her dress and the stack of plates she hadn’t yet loaded into the dishwasher. “You had company?”

“I had a friend over.” She’d said no more than that but she’d turned scarlet and knew he’d noticed. Funny how when she wanted him to notice things he didn’t, and when she’d rather he missed things he didn’t. “That article isn’t—”

“Isn’t what, Liza?”

“It doesn’t mean anything.”

“If it doesn’t mean anything, why was it in your bag? When you said you were coming to Oakwood I thought you were going to feed the cat. I hadn’t realized you were leaving me. It would have been helpful to know.”

She was consumed by panic. This wasn’t what she wanted, and now the situation felt out of control.

“I didn’t leave you! Not in that sense. I needed space, Sean, that’s all. I needed to think.”

She’d envisioned herself having time to plan what she was going to say, so that her words were thought out and meaningful. And now she felt trapped and defensive. Also tired, and that wasn’t good.

“If you’d needed to think about our marriage, don’t you think I should have been involved? Even an accused person should have a trial.”

“I’m not accusing you of anything, Sean.”

He’d picked up the remains of the bottle of wine. “Mind if I finish this?”

“Go ahead.” She fetched him a glass and he poured the last of the wine.

He’d always been steady. It had been one of the things that had first attracted her to him, and that had never changed. He’d been steady when the twins had been born prematurely, and steady when her dad had died. At that moment he hadn’t seemed steady at all.

“All the way here I was planning this great speech, but now I’m here and I can’t think of a single damn thing to say.” He looked at her and his eyes were tired. “It’s never been more important to say the right thing, after so many wrong things. I was so busy living life I never paused to examine how I was living it.”

She understood that, because in her own way she’d been doing the same. “You look exhausted.”

“It’s been a long week and the traffic was bad.” He drained his glass. “Friday night.”

“Yes.” Friday night. And she’d been having dinner with Finn. And she knew that this wasn’t the time to talk about everything. She needed to think, and he needed to rest.

“It’s late, and you’ve had a long drive. Why don’t you go to bed while I clear up here, and we can talk properly tomorrow.”

“Seriously? This is possibly the most important conversation of our marriage, and you want to delay it?”

“I want to delay it simply because it is quite possibly the most important conversation of our marriage. Probably not one to have when we’re tired and stressed.”

“You don’t look tired or stressed. You look energized.” His gaze traveled from the skinny straps of her red dress to the heels of her shoes. “You look—incredible. Different.”

“I treated myself to a new dress.”

“It’s not the dress. You look different.”

It was probably guilt. She felt as if it had been painted onto her skin. Not that she’d done anything to be guilty about. Unless thoughts counted. Did they? “I’ve had a week in the sun relaxing. And I forgot to use sunscreen, so my nose is peeling.”

He’d almost smiled. “I imagined you clearing your mother’s house and doing endless jobs. How have you spent your time?”

“I saw Angie. I spent time on the beach. I swam every day. I painted.” And flirted.

“You painted? Good. You don’t do enough of that, and I’m guessing I’m partly to blame.”

She shook her head. “I should have made the time.”

“How? There are so many demands on you it’s a wonder you have time to brush your teeth.” He sighed and ran his hand over the back of his neck. “It’s humid and close.”

“We’re going to have a storm.” In more ways than one.

She fought the urge to have the conversation now and get it over with. She needed time to think about what she wanted to say. She didn’t want to have it while wearing a sexy red dress she’d worn to cook dinner for another man. Even though technically she’d done nothing, it felt wrong.

“Go to bed, Sean.”

In the end he’d agreed and had taken his hastily packed bag to the bedroom they used when they stayed while she’d slept in the room she’d been using all week, surrounded by memories of her childhood.

And now they were facing each other across the kitchen table while rain dripped onto the patio outside.

“You’re awake early.” Sean poured her a mug of coffee and handed it to her. “Did you sleep at all?”

“Not much. You?”

“No. Why did you choose to sleep in your old room?”

“I don’t know.” She took a sip of coffee. Her eyes felt gritty. “I was tired when I arrived and picked that room. I think I needed a complete change.”

“From me?”

“No.” She put her mug down. The article lay on the table between them, along with so many things that needed to be said. “I didn’t plan any of this, Sean. So many things happened that last day, and in the months leading up to it. Something inside me snapped. I felt overwhelmed all the time. And isolated, as if all I was to my family was a fixer—someone to bring them things they’d forgotten, book tables they couldn’t be bothered to book, or cook meals so that they didn’t have to. I’d ceased to be a person. And that was my fault, because I allowed it to happen and I didn’t say anything.” And it was a relief to finally say it. A relief to have it out there in the open.

He looked gaunt. “I should have noticed. I’ve been so damn selfish.”

“I didn’t really notice. Every moment of my day was swallowed up by things that needed to be done. There was no time for reflection. Painting used to be a bit like meditation for me—a time to be focused, and calm. When I stopped doing it, I lost that. I never had the time—or took the time—to stop and wonder if I was living life the way I wanted to. That day I left, all I wanted was space to think.”

“I’ve gone over that day in my head. You suggested dinner and I asked you to book somewhere, after first having assumed you wanted the kids along—and it was our anniversary—” He shot her a mortified look. “I don’t even know where to begin apologizing.”

“It wasn’t your finest moment, but a marriage is made up of many parts thankfully, and you’ve had many fine moments.”

“You should have hit me over the head with a skillet, like your mother did that intruder. If I hadn’t found that article, would you have said something?”

“Yes. I needed time to figure it out, that’s all.”

“You didn’t want to come home. That says a lot.” His eyes were tired, his jaw dark with stubble and he’d never looked sexier in his life.

Or maybe she was so shaken up by the thought of losing him she was noticing things she’d stopped noticing. Time did that, didn’t it? It made your gaze skim over things that should have captured your attention.

“I was going to come home, Sean. I was going to speak to you about the way I felt. I just hadn’t planned how or when. I didn’t know you’d find the article.”

“I didn’t find it. The girls did.”

“Oh.” Guilt mingled with anxiety. “How?”

“I sent them to find the spare car keys. They searched your bag and found it.”

It hadn’t occurred to her for a moment that anyone but her would ever read it. “What did they say?”

“Nothing at first. They didn’t know what to do, so they kept it to themselves for a few days and asked lots of questions they considered to be subtle. Then yesterday they confronted me. They had a lot of questions, none of which I could answer, which didn’t make me look great. If there are problems in your marriage, generally you’re supposed to know about it.”

“Are you angry?”

“No. At least, not with you. Maybe with myself, for not seeing how you were feeling, or better still being more thoughtful so that you didn’t feel that way in the first place. Mostly I’m—” He shook his head. “I don’t know. Shaken. Helpless. Scared, because I love you and I didn’t see what was going on. I thought we were happy. It’s terrifying to know you were thinking all these things you didn’t even share. I don’t claim to be an expert on relationships, but even I know you can’t fix something you don’t know about.”

Oh Sean.

She felt a lump in her throat.

“I love you too.”

“Then why this?” He touched the offending article with his fingers. “Why didn’t you talk to me?”

“When? When do we ever talk about ourselves or our relationship, Sean? We talk about life, about the girls, about practical things.”

He fiddled with the paper. “Eight signs. How many apply to us? I read them, and I wasn’t sure. Which again doesn’t say much, does it? I mean number two—” he gestured at the paper “—You never spend time alone together. That’s definitely true, I see that now.”

“Sean—”

“We used to have date night. Whatever happened to date night?”

“I think it vanished somewhere between your business taking off and Caitlin getting that drama scholarship.” She slid her hands round her mug. “Life is about priorities, isn’t it, and we didn’t make it a priority. We didn’t make us a priority.”

“There’s nothing in life more important to me than you, so if that’s the case it was carelessness not design.” He reached across the table and took her hand. “I’d forgive you for not believing it, but you are my priority. The work, everything I do, is for us.”

“I know.” She felt tired and emotional, and so, so pleased to see him and to finally be talking. “It was my fault as much as yours. I was too focused on the whole family, and I neglected us. I think it all goes back to my childhood and wanting to be present. I went too far the other way—I see that now.”

Outside the rain had stopped and a patch of blue sky had appeared. It gave her hope, as did the feel of his hand tight on hers.

“You’re the best mother and the twins are lucky.”

“That’s not true.” It was difficult to admit it, but she knew she needed to. “I do things for them, instead of encouraging them to take responsibility. The conflict with Caitlin makes me feel like a bad mother, so I do everything I can to keep the peace. I want her to be happy, and I let her manipulate me. That’s my mistake and I need to address it.”

“I don’t think you’re going to need to. The girls have done some pretty deep soul searching since they found that article.” On cue, his phone pinged with a message and he checked the screen. “It’s Caitlin, wanting to know if we’re getting a divorce.”

“A divorce? That’s what they think?”

“That’s what the end of that article said. Can you fix things or should you end it?”

“I never read the end of it.” The article had made her panic. It had been like reading medical symptoms on the internet and becoming convinced you were dying of something hideous. She hadn’t wanted to believe her marriage was terminal.

“On the drive here, I kept going over that last day. I was distracted, thinking about clients, work, anything but the two of us. And you were trying to nudge me into going out for dinner, doing everything you could to remind me it was our anniversary.”

“I should have reminded you.”

“You shouldn’t have to remind me. It was my job to remember. I should have booked a table for dinner and taken you on a romantic night away without making you book it yourself. I’m sorry things had to get to the point where you snapped. You should have felt able to reach out to me and tell me. It’s my fault that you didn’t. I was rushing, trying to get to work—as you say, prioritizing everything else.”

“Maybe I needed this time on my own. It’s been good for me.” Talking to Finn had been good for her too. It had helped her clarify what was important to her.

“You’re sure you were planning to come home?”

“Of course!” She was appalled that he felt the need to ask. A shaft of sunlight shot across the kitchen and she stood up. “Let’s go to the beach.”

“Now?”

“Why not? We used to love going there after a storm.”

“We were teenagers.”

“And? Fun isn’t only for the young.” She thought about her mother. “There are no rules that say you can’t still enjoy the things you used to enjoy. The waves will be rough, it will be blowy and there will be no people.”

He drained his coffee. “Are you planning to get dressed? And do you want breakfast first?”

“We’ll take breakfast with us. The light will be wonderful after that storm. I’m going to take some photographs I can use later for painting.”

They dressed quickly and Liza grabbed some fruit and a couple of muffins she’d bought the day before and pushed them into a bag.

Sean emerged, hair damp from a hasty shower and a sweatshirt looped around his shoulders. “I haven’t seen you in shorts for years. You seem to have bought an entire new wardrobe.”

“I didn’t have the right clothing.” She slid her feet into flip-flops and together they walked across the field and down onto the beach.

Apart from a lone dog walker in the distance, they had the place to themselves.

Liza kicked off her flip-flops and walked barefoot to the water’s edge. The sea was choppy, but the storm clouds had cleared, and it promised to be another sunny day.

“We met on this beach.” Sean put his arm round her. “I was intimidated by you.”

She leaned into him. “That’s ridiculous. You were the cool guy. The one all the girls wanted.”

“And you didn’t look twice at me.”

“I looked. But I was shy.” The water surged over her feet and ankles, freezing cold, numbing skin.

“You were thoughtful. I liked that. You seemed to live so much of your life in your head.”

“I’d learned to be self-contained.”

He glanced at her, understanding. “Have you spoken to your mother?”

“Every day.” She saw his surprise. “We’ve talked more during the past week than we have for months. Years, maybe.”

“About what?”

“Everything. Her life. Martha is posting details of their trip on social media. Images, videos—they’ve called their account The Summer Seekers. I’ll show you later. They’re obviously having great fun.” Should she tell him about the letters? Maybe later. “I’m starting to understand her, and that helps.” She slid her arm round his waist and they walked along the water’s edge together. “I love it here.”

“Me too. Remember when we used to talk about buying a place? We had so many dreams. Whatever happened?”

He remembered. She’d thought he’d forgotten those conversations, but he hadn’t.

Her mood lifted further. “We grew up. We became sensible.”

“Maybe it’s time to do something about that.” He scooped her up without warning and she shrieked as he waded into the water with her in his arms.

“Sean! If you drop me, I’ll—”

“If I drop you? I’m going to drop you, sweetheart. It’s a question of when, not if.”

“You’ll ruin my new shorts.” She gasped as a wave crashed into them and the water splashed onto her face. “It’s too rough.”

“I’m here for you.” He kissed her. “I’m always here for you.”

Her heart turned over. When had they last said things like that to each other? She couldn’t remember.

Their clothes were wet and clung to them.

“You’re ridiculously irresponsible.”

“I know. And about time. If you ask me, we’ve been far too adult lately. As you say, fun isn’t only for the young.” He lowered her into the water and pulled her close. “We’re going to do more of this, Liza Lewis.”

“Spend time wet and freezing? Drowning?”

“Being spontaneous.” He stroked her soaked hair away from her face. “You’re shivering. Let’s get you home and into a hot shower.”

They raced back up the beach hand in hand and trailed sand through the kitchen on their way upstairs.

“We should have rinsed our feet—” Liza was giggling as they stumbled on the stairs.

“We’ll clean up later.” Sean kissed her and together they squeezed into the shower in the main guest bedroom. “This isn’t built for two.”

She closed her eyes as the shower rained down on her, washing away the sand and the salt, and the stress of the past few weeks. Sean’s mouth was on hers, delivering kisses and hope.

Constrained by the tight space, Sean switched off the flow of water, wrapped her in a towel and carried her through to the bedroom.

His hands were bold and sure, his body hard and familiar. He touched her with expert knowledge, smoothing away all the knots and doubts, removing the last of the distance between them. And for once she wasn’t worrying about the past or the future. There was nothing but the present and Sean and the ultimate intimacy of being known and truly loved.

How could she have forgotten how this felt? How could she have questioned his feelings for her when they were so obvious? This wasn’t sex, it was love, and he showed it with every touch, every kiss, every slow, skilled thrust until the pleasure built and spun out of control, leaving her weak and sated.

It was love, she thought, lying breathless in his arms.

Love.

He pulled her closer. “I missed this.”

“Sex? It’s not that long since we had sex.”

“It’s a long time since we had sex like this. Sex that felt close.”

She knew what he meant. Intimacy was about so much more than physical contact. “I want to keep this feeling and I don’t know how.”

“I think if we’re both trying to keep it, then we’ll keep it. I love you, Liza.”

“I love you too.” She shifted so that she could see his face. “What happens now?”

“I make you one of my famous bacon sandwiches.” He kissed her. “And then we’re going to spend the rest of the day sharing our dreams and planning, the way we used to. I want to know every single thing you’re thinking. Maybe we should go back down to the beach.”

He pulled on his jeans and left the room while she lay there, feeling too lethargic to move.

She could hear birdsong through the open window and when she moved to the window she could see that the hot sun had dried off the last of the rain from the garden.

She could hear Sean clattering around in the kitchen and smelled the tantalizing scent of sizzling bacon.

She took another quick shower, dried her hair and pulled on one of the summer dresses she’d bought in the village. Then she sat on the edge of the bed and sent a text to Finn, explaining that she wouldn’t be able to make dinner.

She no longer felt guilt, or regret. She knew that the time she’d spent with Finn had been nothing more than a brief distraction for him, but for her it had helped her refocus. She was grateful for that.

By the time she walked into the kitchen Sean had a stack of thick-cut bacon sandwiches and a fresh pot of coffee.

“We ought to call the girls.” She ate one of the sandwiches. “How have they been this week?”

“Their usual selves until they found that article. Then they suddenly started being very caring. It was a little unsettling to be honest.” He grinned at her. “Caitlin made me breakfast in bed yesterday. The smoke alarm went off four times because she burned the toast. And the two of them have been spending an hour a day working in the neighbors’ garden, although Alice and worms are not a happy match.”

“This transformation occurred without so much as a conversation?” She finished the sandwich. “That was good. I haven’t cooked much this week. I’ve raided the deli in the village most days.”

“But you cooked for Angie last night? It looked like an elaborate meal.”

She could lie, but she didn’t want their fresh start to begin with a lie. “I cooked for Finn Cool.” She saw a question appear in his eyes. “It’s a long story.”

“I’m not in a hurry.” He listened quietly as she told him all of it, from Finn’s appearance in her kitchen, through to dinner.

“It’s typical of my mother not to have told me that she knew him so well.”

“She’s always been secretive.”

“I think she’s private rather than secretive.”

Sean put down his sandwich, half-eaten. “So how worried should I be?”

“About what?”

“About the fact that you’d dressed up to cook dinner for another man. You enjoyed his company—I can see that.”

She felt her cheeks go hot. “We talked. He made me feel—interesting. I felt like an individual, instead of someone’s wife, mother or teacher. I often think of myself in relation to other people, and that’s something I have to change. We talked a lot about creativity and following your passion.”

Sean’s gaze held hers. “Passion?”

“For art and music.” She’d come close to kissing Finn, but she hadn’t done it. She’d made a choice. There was no need to share that. This whole week had been about making her own decisions. Decisions that weren’t dictated by the needs of others. “Talking to him made me think about things more deeply. This week I’ve woken up every morning excited about the day. I’ve walked on the beach. I’ve read books without feeling there is something else I should be doing. I’ve sat and enjoyed the garden without thinking about all the tasks building up. I’ve eaten food I haven’t had to cook. And I’ve painted, and I can’t tell you how good that felt.”

Sean nodded. “What have you been painting? Oils? Pastels?”

“A bit of everything.” How much should she tell him? “Finn wants to buy two of my paintings for his beach house.”

Sean was silent for a moment and then gave a brief smile. “He’s clearly a man with good taste. How does he know about your painting?”

“I talked to him about it. And I showed him some pictures of my old work.”

Sean breathed deeply. “I haven’t seen you this fired up and enthusiastic for a long time.”

“Our conversations helped me make sense of what I wanted.”

Sean pushed his plate away. “I’m sorry I made it difficult for you to have those conversations with me. That was number four on that article, wasn’t it? Do you still share your dreams with your partner? That one hit me hard. I realized I don’t know your dreams, and there was a time when I did. I remember the first time you told me you wanted to be an artist. You’d never told anyone that, and I felt like the king of the world because you’d shared that secret with me.”

“That was an impractical dream. It’s hard to make money that way, and I never wanted to be a starving artist.”

“But as life got busy, I didn’t nourish your creative side. I feel terrible about that.”

“It was my responsibility.”

He stood up and held out his hand. “Show me what you’ve been painting.”

She slid her hand into his and led him to the summerhouse. “I had a big clearout before I turned it back into my studio.” She opened the door and Sean stepped past her and looked at the canvases stacked against the wall.

“These are all new?”

“Some I’ve painted this week. Some are old works that I dusted off.”

She didn’t mention the one she’d painted in a fever of inspiration that was now upstairs in her mother’s bedroom ready to surprise her on her return.

Sean stood in front of the canvas that Finn had admired. “This is it?”

“Yes. He likes the ocean.”

“It’s stunning.”

“So is his house. An architect’s dream. You’d love it.”

“We have to find a way to build you a studio in London.”

She tidied away a few paints, more for something to do than because it needed doing. The shell that Finn had given her rested on the narrow windowsill, a reminder of that morning on the beach. Was it wrong to keep it? No. It didn’t make her think of Finn, it made her think of the moment she’d decided to take up painting again.

“We don’t have the space for a studio.”

“Then we’ll make the space.” He stepped closer to the canvas, studying the brush strokes. “You have so much talent.”

Pleasure rushed through her. “Thank you.”

He turned and pulled her close. “So what’s the dream, Liza? If you could design your perfect life, right now, how would it look?”

“Fantasy or reality?”

“Start with the big dream. And we’ll see how we can make it reality.” It had been years since they’d played this game. Big Dreams, Little Dreams.

The big dream. She rested her head against his chest. “I’d like to move out of the city. I’d like to live in a house like this one, full of character, close to the ocean. I’d like to live an outdoor life, filled with good friends, good food and good books. I’d like to paint. I’d like to not worry about the twins all the time. I’d like to know you’re fulfilled and happy too. I don’t want my dream life to come at the expense of someone else’s happiness.”

He stroked her hair. “We always dreamed about living near the beach. It’s my fault we’re in London.”

“It’s no one’s fault.” She glanced up at him. “It was a joint decision. You’ve worked hard to build your client base, and I’m grateful for the security it has given us.”

“But—” He eased away from her. “This life we’re living is not looking the way either of us wanted it to twenty years ago.”

“I doubt anyone’s does. And what you want at twenty isn’t the same as what you want at forty.”

“I’m not sure. I could live here without too much of a struggle.” He stared out across the garden. “Maybe when the twins leave for college.”

Her heart bumped against her ribs because his mind was going in the same direction as hers. “Do you mean that?” She felt a spark of excitement and tried to temper it. “It isn’t practical though, is it? There’s my teaching. And your practice. I can’t see how we could make it work.”

“Maybe we need to try harder. Let’s think about it.” He kissed her. “In the meantime, let’s keep sharing those dreams so at least we both know what we’re aiming for.”

She kept her arms round him and for a moment it felt as if they were alone in the world, as it had all those years before.

She didn’t want fantasy, she realized. She wanted her reality, but an improved version.

“I’m glad you drove here.”

“Are you? When you opened the door last night, I thought I might have made a mistake.” His arms tightened. “Don’t give up on us, Liza. I won’t let you give up on us. We can do so much better.”

She’d missed him. Not the limited part of Sean she’d had access to recently, but the whole Sean. The man she’d fallen in love with.

“I’ll never give up on us.” She rested her head on his chest. “We ought to call the girls. Also, there’s something I need to do before I speak to my mother later.”

“That sounds mysterious.”

“It is, a little.” She took his hand and they walked back through the garden. “I never asked my mother much about her life before she met my father. She has these letters she wants me to read—actually I probably ought to check with her before I tell you everything.”

“I understand. I’m pleased you feel closer to her. I know how much you wanted that. You focus on your mother and I’ll call the girls and put them out of their misery. I was thinking—shall we stay here for a few more days? Call it our anniversary gift to each other.”

She’d been assuming they’d head back to London.

“What would we do?”

“I have a few ideas.” He flashed her a wicked smile. “Go to bed early, get up late, walk on the beach, eat dinner together outside. You can paint and I can watch you. We can read or do nothing. Talk. What do you say?”

She didn’t need to think about it. “I say yes.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed him. “I should probably speak to the girls too.”

“Time for that later. Go and get those letters and call your mother.”

Feeling stronger and steadier than she had in a long time, Liza took the letters through to her mother’s bedroom and untied the ribbon holding them together. She separated the first one and the second one, and put the others carefully on the table next to her mother’s bed.

One at a time.

It was tempting to open them in advance, so that she could find a way to prepare her mother for what was inside, but she knew her mother didn’t want that.

Popeye walked into the bedroom, eyed her with slightly less disdain than usual and then sprang onto her lap.

Liza was so shocked she didn’t move. The cat nudged her hand and she tentatively stroked him. It was the first time Popeye had ever sought attention or affection from her.

“What’s going on with you?” She stroked his fur and heard him purr. Maybe the cat was finally warming up to her. A bit like her mother.

The thought made her laugh.

Popeye was still on her lap when Kathleen called, at exactly the time they’d arranged.

“Do you have the letters?”

“Yes. I’ve made sure they’re in date order and I have the first two right here.” Liza slid off her shoes and lay on the bed, careful not to disturb the cat. “You haven’t changed your mind? I’m worried if it might be difficult or upsetting.” It couldn’t be easy handling the fact that the man you’d loved and planned to marry had conducted an affair with your best friend. No wonder her mother had walked away. No wonder her mother hadn’t been in touch with Ruth, or opened those letters.

“I’m sure. Martha and Josh have gone out for breakfast and to explore some of the local sights recommended in the guidebook, so I have this time undisturbed.”

Liza opened the first letter. It was dated September 1960.


“Dearest Kate,

I’m not sure if you’ll read this. I won’t blame you if you don’t, but I’m writing it anyway. There are things I need to say even if you’re not going to hear them. It’s ironic, isn’t it, that the one person I was always able to say anything to (you!) is now no longer here to listen. It is a great loss, and the blame for that loss lies entirely with me. You’ve been the very best friend to me since that very first day at college, and you stayed that way until the end.

This should never have happened of course, and if I had been as good a friend to you as you have always been to me, then I would not find myself in the position of having to write these words. But I am not you, no matter how many times in the past I have wished to be blessed with even a few of your qualities.

I should be wishing this had never happened, and yet how can I? I cannot begin to explain the emotional turmoil and confusion that comes from knowing that my greatest joy came at the expense of your happiness, and our friendship. The knowledge that I hurt you deeply is something I live with every day.

I know that my feelings for Adam vastly eclipse his for me. Perhaps I should care more about that than I do, but unlike you I never had expectations of grand passion or romance. I know he is marrying me because he feels driven by obligation. His feelings for me are a fraction of his feelings for you, and we would not have found ourselves in this position were it not for the baby…”



Liza stopped. Baby? Baby?

“Liza?” Her mother’s voice came down the phone. “Why have you stopped?”

“Ruth was pregnant?”

“Yes. Please keep reading. I want to hear all of it.”

Pregnant.

No wonder her mother had walked away and not tried to fix it.

Liza forced herself to carry on reading.


“You know that all I ever wanted was a child, and a family of my own. You used to tease me about it. What was the point of a college education if I had no intention of putting it to good use? Where was my ambition? But I was never like you. I know that Adam came to see you after he found out—” Liza heard her mother’s indrawn breath. That part obviously came as a shock. Should she pause? No. Not unless she was asked to. “He told me that he went to you and begged you to take him back. To forgive. And he told me that you refused to listen and that you told him to live up to his responsibilities. He tried to see you again, but you’d left. You walked away to give us a chance. You removed yourself as an option. Even in our parting you were a better friend to me than I was to you.”



Liza broke off, her throat thick with tears. “Mum—”

“Don’t stop, Liza. It’s hard to hear and I’d like to get through it as fast as I can. You have no idea how relieved I am you’re the one reading them.”

Liza swallowed. Her job wasn’t to judge or ask for more detail. Her mother needed her to read the letters.

She wiped tears from her cheeks and focused on the words.


“And now he resents me, and for that I don’t blame him even though he is at least half responsible for this child we made. I have no expectations that he will be faithful, and next time I write to you—and I will write, even if you don’t read these letters—I may well be a single mother.”



Liza cleared her throat. “He wanted you back. You loved him, and you could have had him back.”

“I loved him more than anything, and I was heartbroken, but I knew I would survive without him. I wasn’t so sure about Ruth. She was always vulnerable. From that first day we met in college, I protected her.”

Did her mother want to say more? This type of conversation was new to both of them.

“It must have been a special friendship.” Liza trod carefully, wanting to be sensitive. “What was she like?”

“She’d had a difficult childhood. Lonely. Very strict parents. They were older, I believe, although I never met them. They didn’t visit her.”

Liza put the letters down. “How did you meet Adam?”

“At drama club. I dragged Ruth along with me. Adam was there. He was a medical student and rather full of himself I suppose, but I found him entertaining.” She paused. “I’ve never told this story to anyone before.”

Liza heard the uncertainty in her mother’s voice. “I’m glad you’re sharing it with me.”

There was a pressure in her chest, a swell of emotion that threatened to overwhelm.

“So am I. Where were we? Oh yes, Adam. He was one of those annoying people who was good at everything. He seemed to achieve what he wanted with remarkably little effort. I remember we did Much Ado About Nothing the following summer. I was Beatrice and he was Benedict. You know how I love that play. The banter. The energy. It mimicked our real-life relationship. Ruth was forever intervening and begging us to stop arguing. She was a gentle soul.”

Liza lay back on the bed, picturing it. “I didn’t know you loved drama.” She was learning so much about her mother.

“Only at college. After that I never stayed in one place long enough to commit to rehearsals.”

Because of Adam and Ruth. Because her mother had walked away from that part of her life. This had to be a tough conversation for Kathleen. “I bet you were an incredible Beatrice.”

“I believe feisty was a word that came up in more than one of the reviews.”

She could easily picture her mother in the role. “That must be where Caitlin gets her love of drama.” She diffused some of the emotion by steering the conversation away from the personal for a few minutes. Her mother wasn’t the only one who needed a breather. Liza did too. She was struggling to hold it together, but she knew it was important that she didn’t overreact or make her mother uncomfortable by revealing her own feelings. And hers were complicated, of course. For her it wasn’t only about what she was hearing, it was about how it finally felt to have her mother’s trust. “We can blame DNA for all those stage-worthy moments.”

“Perhaps. Although she seems to give her best performances away from the stage.”

They both laughed, and Liza pulled the phone a little closer. She was laughing with her mother. Laughing! And it felt good. “She does indeed. Tell me more about you and Adam.”

“We were a cliché, really. Our romance onstage spilled offstage. But Ruth and I were inseparable. I wasn’t going to be one of those people who ditched their friends when they fell in love, so invariably we ended up doing things together, the three of us. Ruth had gone to buy a picnic the day Adam proposed to me on the riverbank. Our exams had ended that day. I’d had a glass or two of champagne and was feeling excessively cheerful and optimistic about life. He produced a ring.”

Liza heard the wistful note in her voice. “The one in the drawer.”

“Yes. I believe it’s valuable, although I don’t know for sure. You’re probably wondering why I still have it.” Kathleen paused, as if she wasn’t sure of the answer herself. “He refused to take it back, and I couldn’t bring myself to sell it. I don’t quite know why. Maybe I thought it might act as a caution.”

At some point Liza would urge her to store it in a safer place, but that wasn’t the priority. Right now her thoughts were only for her mother. “You accepted his proposal. So where did Ruth come into the story? How did that happen?”

Her mother didn’t immediately answer. “I was naive. I believed Ruth to be impervious to his charms. She was the one person he didn’t seem able to impress. And Adam, being Adam, would have felt compelled to convert her into an admirer. I’m sure he would have done the hard work, because Ruth would never have proactively gone after him. Not that I’m absolving her of blame. But I see how it might have happened. Adam was godlike, and she would have been flattered. But it turned out her feelings ran far deeper for him than I’d thought.”

Liza’s chest ached as she thought about how her mother must have felt. Her fiancé and her best friend. The betrayal had upended her life in every possible way.

“Had it been going on for a long time?”

“No. It was after the Summer Ball. I was due to go with Adam. Ruth hadn’t planned to go at all. She didn’t enjoy that kind of thing, but then I ate something that disagreed with me—it won’t surprise you to know that I lacked caution in my eating even back then—and went down with a vicious bout of food poisoning. So Adam took Ruth instead.” There was a pause, and the sound of her mother taking a breath. “And that was it. They didn’t tell me right away, although I suspected something because they both behaved differently around me. And then a few weeks later Ruth discovered she was pregnant. And in those days being a single mother was greeted with horror and judgment of course.”

“Oh you poor thing.” Liza found it hard to imagine. “How did you cope?”

“It was hard. I’d lost my lover and my best friend. Ruth was distraught. She was worried about telling her parents. Worried about how she would survive. Guilty at having hurt me. Adam came to see me and begged forgiveness. Until you read the letter, I didn’t know he’d told Ruth. He said it was a silly mistake.” There was a hint of irritation in Kathleen’s voice. “But that ‘silly mistake’, even if that’s what it was, couldn’t be easily undone. Ruth was pregnant. She needed support. Her parents wouldn’t give it. I could hardly give it. That left Adam. I told him he had to do the responsible thing. Then I packed up all my things and left. I didn’t believe their relationship would sustain, or even that Adam would be there for her, but I knew there was more chance of that happening if I wasn’t in the picture.”

Liza closed her eyes. As a child she’d seen her mother as being apart—almost detached—as she pursued her own life, with her family an adjunct to that life. To her great shame she’d often considered Kathleen to be bordering selfish in her decision making, and yet here was an example of the most selfless behavior Liza could have imagined. Would she have been as strong willed in the same circumstances? She didn’t know. All she knew was that she now had a very different view of her mother. “Did Dad know all this?”

“Yes. I avoided close relationships after that, as you might imagine. Both male and female. I was fortunate to fall into a job that I found exciting, and then came The Summer Seekers. I had a life that didn’t allow me time for more than the most superficial of friendships, and that also absolved me of all need to reflect on my life. Had your father not been the steady, persistent man he was, I doubt I would have married at all.”

“I’m glad you told me. I’m glad we’re reading these letters together.”

“I should have done it before, but I preferred to keep the past in the past. I’ve given you the impression that it was easy, and it wasn’t. It really was the most terrible mess. Of course in those days we didn’t have mobile phones or email, so communication wasn’t as instant and continuous as it is now. That made it easier. Martha has Steven’s name popping up on her phone all the time. I didn’t have to handle that. No wonder the poor girl needed to escape.”

Martha had been escaping from a bad relationship?

Liza had suspected there was something. She also knew that her mother probably shouldn’t have told her something so personal, so she didn’t pursue it. Everyone had their own story, didn’t they? Things were rarely as they appeared on the surface.

Her mother was obviously enjoying Martha’s company, and Martha had made this trip possible. For that, Liza was grateful.

“I’m sure you’re right that it was easier to make a clean break.”

“I worried about Ruth terribly. I was angry of course—I’m not a saint, but I did worry. I was afraid Adam would leave her alone with that baby. Maybe she lost the baby. I don’t know. I didn’t want to know. But now—I suppose I’m about to find out—”

Liza heard her mother’s voice wobble and tightened her grip on the phone. “We’re about to find out.” She was part of this story now. She wanted to know how it ended.

“I’m afraid reading them might be something I regret. What if I did the wrong thing, Liza?”

Her mother, who never asked or even seemed to value her opinion on anything, was asking her opinion and looking for reassurance.

Liza considered her answer carefully. “Whatever is in these letters doesn’t change the decision you made. Regret achieves nothing, and it isn’t even valid because looking back with distance, isn’t the same as looking forward when you’re close up.” It was advice she intended to take herself. There was no point looking back and wishing she’d been a different type of mother. There was no point in wishing she’d spoken to Sean sooner. She’d done what felt right at the time. “You did what was right for you and we’re going to remember that as we finish reading these letters.”

“Yes. You’re right of course. Thank you. You’ve always been sensible. You’re like your father, and that’s a good thing.”

Liza had never heard her mother like this. After her father had died, she’d been sad but practical. After the intruder she’d been feisty. But now, facing her past, she was showing a side of herself that Liza had never seen before. A vulnerable side.

“Maybe we should take this slowly.” She looked at the little stack, and wondered what other shocks and revelations lurked in those folded pieces of paper. “We could do a few a day. Or I could read them all and summarize them for you.”

“Oh Liza—” Her mother’s voice wobbled. “I don’t know what I did to deserve a daughter like you.”

The words unlocked the emotion Liza had been trying to keep under control. “You should have had an adventurous daughter, someone who wanted to travel the world. I wanted you to stay home and read to me.”

“You deserve a mother who doesn’t give you constant anxiety attacks.”

Liza managed a smile. “I’m working on that. Given time I might even become what Caitlin would describe as ‘chilled’.”

“Don’t change too much. I admire the way you are. I know I was absent a great deal when you were young. The reasons for that are complicated. Yes, I loved my career, but it was so much more than that. Part of me has never stopped being afraid of loving deeply. Of course that doesn’t mean I don’t love deeply—I do. But I was always afraid to give that love too big a place in my life. Like being afraid of heights, and not looking down when you’re standing on a cliff edge.”

She’d always thought she was to blame for the fact that she wasn’t close to her mother, but she could see now it wasn’t anything to do with her.

Now, finally, she understood.

Her mother’s character had been formed long before Liza had arrived on the scene. Beliefs and behavior arose from unseen events. Something that had happened to her mother sixty years before had continued to send aftershocks through her life. Her mother had been hurt, so she’d distanced, and that feeling of distance had made Liza determined to be closer to her own children, except that she’d got it wrong and now she needed to unravel that.

If Adam had married her mother then Kathleen might have been a different type of mother, which was a ridiculous thought because if Kathleen had married Adam then Liza wouldn’t have existed. But it was a reminder that everything was shaped by events and her own children would be shaped by events too. Perhaps they’d forever be cautious in relationships because they’d remember finding an article entitled “Eight Signs That Your Marriage Might Be in Trouble.” Perhaps they’d decide not to get married or perhaps they’d get married and watch for every one of those eight signs and be happier in their relationships because of it.

“You lived the life you needed to live,” she said. “I respect that. It’s inspiring, and I’m planning on doing more of that myself from now on.”

“You are? Tell me more.”

“Later.” There was time enough for that. “Let’s focus on these letters. What do you want to do?”

“Read them. All of them. Now we’ve started I don’t think I can bear the suspense of not knowing. Do you have the time?”

Liza glanced up as Sean walked into the room bearing a large glass of wine and a cheese platter.

He put it down quietly on the table next to the bed, raised his eyebrows when he saw Popeye curled into her lap and handed her a piece of paper that said “I love you.”

She smiled at him and then turned her attention back to her mother.

“I have all the time in the world. Let’s do this.”
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Kathleen

ALBUQUERQUE~WINSLOW, ARIZONA

Our baby was born today. A little girl. We named her Hannah Elizabeth Kathleen. Perhaps you’ll think that foolish, or even thoughtless, but it’s important to me. Adam resisted. I suppose he didn’t want to be reminded, but I will always think of you as my true and best friend, even though I no longer have the right to call you that.

Kathleen stared out the window as they headed through the deserts of northern Arizona and took a scenic detour through the Petrified Forest National Park.

They’d set out early so that Martha and Josh could do a short hike, which their research had told them was best done early in the day. The hour was irrelevant to Kathleen, who hadn’t slept at all.

Somehow the rhythm of the car and the blur of the landscape was more relaxing than a still, silent hotel room filled with nothing but her thoughts.

They drove to the trailhead for the Blue Mesa Trail that wound its way to the valley floor.

“It’s not far, so we shouldn’t be long, Kathleen. Is that okay?” Even though it was early, Martha pulled on her sun hat and smothered her arms in sunscreen.

“Take your time. Enjoy.” She was looking forward to being alone so that she could spend time with her thoughts and memories.

She waved Martha and Josh off, delighted to see that Josh took Martha’s hand, and stepped closer as he pointed out something on the horizon.

The view was spectacular, but Kathleen stared at it for only a few seconds before closing her eyes.

Hannah Elizabeth.

Ruth had become a mother at twenty-one years of age, and Adam a father.

What a challenge that must have been for him, and yet it seemed he’d risen to that challenge.

She’d lain awake all night thinking about the letters Liza had carefully read aloud. Her memory was unreliable and frustrating much of the time, but for some reason she’d been able to recall every word and she’d reexamined the contents line by line.

She’d been able to picture Ruth clearly. She’d heard her friend’s voice in the words on the page, measured and thoughtful. There was an assurance by the end that had been missing in those early letters.

Kathleen had absorbed every one of the facts, delivered in chronological order. Each letter had been an update on Ruth’s life, another piece of the picture revealed.

She knew now that Hannah had been born with a heart defect that had required surgery when she was a few months old. That had fed Ruth’s maternal anxiety, even though the child had been strong and healthy since. It had been Hannah’s condition that had driven Adam’s choice to be a heart surgeon. Cardiothoracic, Kathleen thought, imagining him masked and gowned, with another person’s life in his hands.

In those early days, Ruth had doubted Adam’s love for her, but had never doubted his love for their daughter. She credited Hannah with being the reason he hadn’t left. Adam adored his daughter.

Hannah had been smart and creative, a talented violinist, with a love of sport that had brought her close to her father. In the winter they’d skied at Lake Tahoe, and in the summer they’d hired a boat and sailed down the Pacific Coast.

There had been photographs with that letter, which Liza had described and offered to send to Martha’s phone.

Kathleen had refused. Hearing it was one thing. Seeing was another. She could absorb only so much of the past at one time.

Adam’s career had taken them to Australia for a year, and then to Boston, before they returned to California and settled there.

The letters were filled with updates on Hannah and Adam, Ruth’s pride in her family as obvious as her love. She described a contented life, cemented in place by family.

Kathleen felt a sense of relief. She’d done the right thing. By stepping away, she’d given them a chance to make it work and they had done that.

She was pleased. Also sad that she’d missed so many of those years.

If she’d stayed in touch maybe she could have been a support to Ruth when she’d had that brush with cancer, or when Adam died suddenly ten years before.

But Ruth had other sources of support now, of course.

She had Hannah, who lived close by and worked as a pediatrician. She’d followed her father into medicine.

Kathleen imagined a woman who was part Ruth, part Adam, and wished now that she’d asked Liza to send the photos.

Ruth was proud of Hannah, just as Kathleen was proud of Liza.

Had she told her daughter she was proud?

She felt a moment of panic. Did she know?

The car door opened suddenly and Kathleen jumped and opened her eyes.

“Sorry. Were you dozing?” Martha was smiling down at her, her face pink from the sun. “That was amazing! Although I’m glad we came so early—no way would I want to slog back up that hill in the heat of the day.”

It took Kathleen a moment to compose herself.

“The word amazing conveys nothing. I can’t picture your experience from that sparse description.” She felt unsettled and raw. She wished for a moment that Liza was here. Liza would understand.

Reading those letters couldn’t have been easy, but her daughter had been compassionate and sensitive. She’d checked how her mother was feeling, without in any way smothering her or forcing her to reveal the emotions that were swirling inside her. Liza had asked few questions, even though she must have had hundreds.

Kathleen’s eyes stung. Her biggest regret wasn’t the years she hadn’t been close to Ruth, but the years she’d wasted when she could have been closer to Liza. That bothered her more than the lost relationship with Ruth. She’d held herself back from the people who were most important to her.

She tried to focus as Martha slid into the car next to her. “You enjoyed yourselves?”

“It’s magnificent. There are multiple layers of rock, all different colors. Blues, and purples—wait—” Martha pulled out her phone and showed Kathleen the photographs. “This will give you a better idea than my totally inadequate words. Do you see the petrified wood?”

Kathleen was touched by Martha’s insistence on including her in the parts of the trip that were beyond her capabilities.

“It’s the result of extensive erosion.” Josh leaned forward from the passenger seat, every bit as enthusiastic as Martha. “You’re looking at layers of exposed sandstone and bentonite clay. The mineral deposits are a few hundred million years old. It was formed in the late Triassic period.”

“Your brother would accuse you of being a nerd at this point,” Martha said and Josh gave her a smile.

“He would. And I’d point out that it wasn’t politically correct to call someone a nerd.”

“At which point he would roll his eyes and open another beer.”

From Josh’s laughter Kathleen thought it safe to assume that Martha’s guess had been correct. They’d obviously been talking about his brother on their walk.

The dead never left, she knew that. They walked alongside you.

What would Brian have said, if he could be with her now?

You read the letters? Good. It will make your mind feel tidier to have that chapter complete.

Kathleen smiled. She’d never been the tidiest of people.

“A few hundred million years.” She studied the rocks in the photographs Martha was showing her, because that seemed safer than studying her feelings. “I feel young by comparison. The colors are striking. Like an artist’s palette.” She thought how much Liza would love it and felt herself wobble. “You must send those to Liza. She’s been painting again. She uses a lot of blue. She likes blue. She’s always loved to paint the ocean.” She was engulfed by a smothering cloud of homesickness. Oh how she wished she was back in Oakwood Cottage, feeling the afternoon sun on her face and smelling the sea in the air. Everything here was arid, baked dry by the scorching sun. At home the garden would be lush and green, and her favorite rose would be flowering in scented profusion. Popeye would be lying on the patio, basking in a pool of sunshine. “You will send them to Liza?”

“I’ll do it as soon as I have a strong signal.” Martha was no longer smiling. “Is everything all right, Kathleen? Are you drinking plenty?”

“If only she said that when I had a gin in my hand.” But Kathleen took the water Martha handed her and took a sip as she glanced at the view. “Are you going to upload the photos to our social media?”

“Listen to you—upload—” Martha nudged her “—we’ll make a technology lover of you, yet.”

Kathleen shuddered, but more because it was expected of her than because she felt a particular aversion. It was technology that was allowing her to talk to Liza.

“I thought maybe I’d call Liza when we stop for lunch.”

“You can call her anytime. Josh and I can go for a walk to give you some privacy if that would help.”

Kathleen pulled herself together. “Lunchtime will be fine. She’ll probably be at the beach with Sean at the moment and the signal isn’t good there.”

“Sean is at the cottage? I thought Liza was there on her own?”

“He joined her, so they’re spending a few days together.”

“That’s good.”

It was good. Was Liza happy? All Kathleen wanted was for her daughter to be happy. She’d always wanted that, of course, but now that the barriers between them had been removed it was as if their happiness was somehow connected.

“Shall we record a piece to camera?”

It would be an excuse to send something to Liza without appearing needy.

With Martha’s assistance, Kathleen maneuvered her aching, uncooperative limbs out of the car and shaded her eyes.

“It’s already hot.”

“We’ll do this quickly.” Martha found the right angle, gave Kathleen a cue to start talking, and recorded a piece. “Such a pro. You never fumble or stumble.”

“Where next?”

“We’re heading to Winslow, Arizona.” Martha started to sing and Kathleen lifted a hand.

“We had an agreement—I suffer your excruciating playlist, providing you don’t sing along with it.”

“It’s not excruciating—I’ve chosen each song specifically for its relevance to where we’re going. And after Winslow, we’re headed to the Grand Canyon, via the Meteor Crater which is fifty thousand years old which is definitely older than you, Kathleen. We’ve booked an extra day at the Grand Canyon. Woohoo! And Josh has got us rooms with a view so you can sit on your balcony and watch the sunrise and sunset.”

She’d talk to Liza, Kathleen thought. She’d find a way to share the view with her daughter.

“Sounds like a perfect day,” Josh said and Martha shook her head.

“You won’t be sitting anywhere. You’ll be river rafting.”

“I will not be river rafting.”

“It’s all booked. I’ve blown the last of my savings, so it would be churlish of you to back out now.”

“Martha!” Josh looked exasperated. “I hate water. You know I hate water.”

“Red would have wanted you to do this.”

“I would have refused.”

“And he would have found a way to persuade you.” Martha stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “It’s amazing what you can enjoy when you push yourself out of your comfort zone.”

That was true, Kathleen thought, delighted to see that they’d reached the kissing stage. Although technically Josh hadn’t kissed Martha. It had been the other way round. And Martha was a naturally tactile and demonstrative person of course, but still…

Would she have asked Liza to read those letters if it hadn’t been for Martha?

Probably not. She was eternally grateful to her, and wished her nothing but good things.

Photographs and filming finished, they climbed back into the car and headed onward on their journey through Arizona.

Kathleen suggested sampling the playlist, much to the delight of her much younger companions.

Martha’s head bobbed in time with the music and occasionally she started singing and then remembered that she wasn’t supposed to be singing and clamped her mouth shut.

Kathleen smiled. Even in a short time they’d found a comfortable routine and there was something soothing in that.

The crushing homesickness had passed, fortunately, and she felt excited about the day ahead. She’d see Arizona and California, as she’d always wanted to. Oakwood Cottage would be waiting for her when she’d finished her trip, and she’d appreciate it all the more for her absence.

In the meantime it was a comfort to know that Liza was there, walking on the beach that she thought of as her own, pottering round her garden, tending her plants.

In Winslow, Martha found their hotel easily and they parked and checked in.

It was built in the style of a hacienda, with both a Spanish and Mexican feel.

Revived after lunch, Kathleen joined them to explore the town of Winslow.

Martha waved her phone in front of Kathleen’s face, bubbling with excitement. “Look at this! You’re trending!”

“Trending?” Kathleen, struggling with the heat, removed an old-fashioned fan from her bag and opened it.

“On social media! Our last post was seen by a TV presenter—must have been the hashtag—and she shared it, and reached out to see if she could cover the story and interview you and now it’s all blowing up—” Martha checked her phone again, “well, FOX! You’re famous, Kathleen. You’re going to need an agent.”

“I hereby appoint you to the role.” Kathleen fanned herself as Martha scrolled through her messages.

“You can’t possibly give interviews to all these people or you’ll never get to enjoy your road trip. Why don’t we offer an exclusive to one, for now—to the channel you worked for? And then you can see how you feel about doing more once you get home. I can handle that for you. Hey, maybe they’ll offer you a book deal.”

“I’d rather do something than write about it.”

“I’ll ghost write it for you.” Martha was still scrolling, and Josh shook his head, amused.

“Have you thought about applying for a job in public relations, or media relations?”

“Nah, I already have a job, thanks. I’m Kathleen’s personal assistant. I am going to handle her media inquiries.” Martha typed a reply to someone, her fingers flying so fast that it seemed like magic to Kathleen. “I am her first line of defense.”

“Defense against what?”

“Anyone who tries to give her tea that isn’t Earl Grey. Also the paparazzi.” Martha sent one message, and then another. “We can’t have them knowing about Kathleen’s giddy lifestyle.”

“Talking of giddy lifestyles, this heat does make me feel a little strange.” Kathleen slipped her arm into Martha’s and she immediately put her phone away.

“Is it too hot for you? Do you want to go back to the hotel?”

“No. Let’s walk for a little.”

Whatever would she have done on this trip without Martha?

Josh strolled ahead, but Martha stayed with Kathleen.

“You asked Liza to read the letters, didn’t you?” She kept her voice low. “You don’t have to tell me about it. But if you need a big hug or anything, I’m here.”

A big hug.

Martha was still willing to give emotionally, despite what had happened. It gave Kathleen hope for her.

“It was the right thing to do. Thank you for encouraging me.”

Adam hadn’t left Ruth.

She knew for sure now that she’d done the right thing.

Ruth had enjoyed a happy life. Adam had stayed with her, although something in the phrases Ruth used so carefully had made Kathleen wonder if there had been an affair in there at some point. It wouldn’t have surprised her, just as the fact that Adam had enjoyed a distinguished career didn’t surprise her.

Kathleen pictured him, sure and confident standing at a lectern. A little thicker around the middle, perhaps, hair with a few silvery streaks. But he would have had presence. Adam always had presence.

Martha reached across and gave her hand a squeeze. “Did it upset you, Kathleen?”

Upset? No.

“It unsettled me, but it was the right thing to do.”

“And are you going to get in touch with Ruth?”

“That, I haven’t decided.” And it had been weighing on her since Liza had read the last letter.

Martha nodded. “I suppose that depends on whether you want this to be the end, or a beginning. It could be either.”

Kathleen stopped walking. The heat pressed down on her.

An end or a beginning. Martha was right.

Which was it to be? Should she view the letters as closure, or should she make contact with Ruth?

She hadn’t replied to a single one of Ruth’s letters. Her old friend knew nothing about her life, or even that she was still alive.

She thought about it for the whole afternoon, and while she was dressing for dinner. Her room was delightful, with antique furnishings, a hand-woven Zapotec rug and a cast-iron tub.

Ready early, she sat on the chair next to the bed and called Liza, who answered almost immediately even though it was past midnight.

“Did I wake you?”

“No. I was finishing off a painting in the summerhouse so Sean and I ate late. We only just finished clearing up. We stole a bottle of wine from your cellar.”

Kathleen smiled. “Steal away. You know how much I approve of indulgence.”

“I’ve been thinking about you all day. Are you all right, Mum?”

“Yes, although I’ve been thinking about those letters of course.”

“I’ve been thinking about them too.” There was a clatter in the background. “She had a happy life. You were partly responsible for that.”

“I don’t see it that way, but I’m pleased she was happy.”

“How is Arizona?”

“Hot.” Kathleen gazed out the window. “Tomorrow is the Grand Canyon, and I’m hopeful that Martha and Josh might get together.”

“Are you still matchmaking?”

“Shamelessly.”

Liza laughed. “Keep me posted on that. Sounds as if Martha could do with some fun in her life. And how about you? Have you decided whether you’re going to contact Ruth?”

“I’m still thinking about it.”

“Well, if you want to talk about it, or think it through aloud, you know I’m here.”

“Thank you.” That wave of homesickness was back, unbalancing her. “I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

“You would have managed fine, the way you always have.”

“No.” She heard the clink of a glass and thought about Liza sitting in the kitchen of Oakwood Cottage, sipping chilled white wine from one of the pretty glasses she’d picked up on a trip to Venice. “I miss you, Liza. I wish you were here.”

“I miss you too—” Liza’s voice sounded strange. She cleared her throat. “You’re much better off with Martha. You know I’d be nagging you about your alcohol intake, too many burgers and late nights.”

“I’m lucky to have a daughter who cares so much.”

There was a pause. “Are you sure you’re all right? You don’t sound like yourself.”

Was she all right? Kathleen wasn’t sure.

“I’m fine, but—I love you, Liza. I love you very much. I don’t tell you that enough.” And now she’d finally said it, she wondered why it had taken her so long. It wasn’t as if her feelings had changed or deepened. The only thing that had changed was her ability to share those feelings.

It took Liza so long to respond Kathleen wondered if she’d hung up.

“Liza?”

“Yes, I’m here. I love you too. You know that.” There was another pause. “Are you sure you’re all right? If you’d like me to come, I can fly out tomorrow. I’ll get on the first flight.”

Kathleen felt emotion squeeze her chest. Oh how she wished her daughter was here, but she couldn’t ask that of her. “You have France soon. There must be so much to do.”

“Would you like me to come?”

Yes, yes. Please come. She thought how reassuring it would be to have Liza by her side if she decided to see Ruth again after all these years. But Liza had France and her family to think of. Sean. It would be selfish to ask her to come, and Kathleen had put her own needs first more than enough in life. “No.” She said it firmly. “There’s no need, but thank you. I should go. We have a table booked and it’s a popular restaurant.”

“Enjoy your evening. Love you, Mum.”

“I love you too.” Feeling better for the conversation, Kathleen headed to the restaurant. It was crowded with people, the air fragrant with chili, garlic and roasted meat.

She ate red corn posole and it reminded her of the time she’d traveled to Mexico to film The Summer Seekers. When would that have been? 1975? No, later.

Martha and Josh were deep in conversation about their Grand Canyon trip, which left Kathleen time to enjoy the food and the view of the pretty garden.

Ruth had mentioned her garden in California, and her terrace with the view of the Pacific Ocean.

I love to cook, and I still drink Earl Grey tea, as we did all those years ago.

I often think about you and wonder where you are.

I wonder whether you ever think of me, the way I so often think of you. Writing these letters has been my way of staying close to you. When I write them, I feel as if you’re listening.

Kathleen put her fork down. “I want to see her.”

Martha and Josh stopped talking.

“Ruth?”

“Yes, Ruth.” Her heart beat a little faster and she took a sip of water. “I’m here now. I may never make it as far as California again.”

Martha smiled at her. “I think she’ll be beyond thrilled to hear from you.”

“There you go again. Hyperbole.”

“Well, let’s assess her reaction before you correct my grammar.” Martha reached across the table. “Trust me, she’ll be thrilled.”

“Or she might think it strange that I’d make contact after all this time.” Kathleen felt a little shaky. “Maybe she won’t remember me.”

“Kathleen—” Martha was gentle “—she never stopped writing to you. If she didn’t want to hear from you, she would have stopped writing. If you asked me to guess, I’d say she’s been hoping to hear from you for a long time.”

“She might be dead.”

“Or she might be alive and thinking of her old friend.” Martha put down her napkin and stood up. “We’re finished here, so why don’t we go back to the room and do it right now?”

Josh grabbed his beer and Kathleen’s drink. “Good plan.”

And that was how Kathleen found herself sitting on the edge of her bed, between these two people who she’d grown so fond of. Martha on one side, Josh on the other, supporting her like bookends.

“This might be foolish. You can never go back.”

“This isn’t going back, Kathleen. It’s going forward.” Martha opened the message Liza had sent her, with Ruth’s address and phone number.

“That’s easy for you to say. I might regret it.”

This time it was Josh who spoke. “I think in life we tend to regret the things we don’t do more than the things we do, at least that’s how it has always been for me.”

Kathleen knew he was thinking of his brother. She gave his hand a squeeze but didn’t say anything. Her command of the English language and her diction might be superior to Martha’s, but her ability to say the right thing in emotional situations was vastly inferior. The last thing she wanted to do was hurt Josh with her clumsy attempts at platitudes.

“And it’s because I don’t want you to feel regrets that we’re rafting on the Colorado River.” Martha earned herself a look from Josh before he turned back to Kathleen.

“If you call, I’ll treat us to the best bottle of wine you’ve tasted.”

“French?”

Josh winced. “Californian.”

Kathleen gave an exaggerated shudder. “What a life you must have led. But you’re right, of course. Let’s do this.” She sat up a little straighter. “Martha. Make that call.”

She held tightly to Josh’s hand as Martha dialed, and held her breath as Martha spoke to someone on the other end of the phone.

There was a long pause during which Kathleen’s chest ached and she concluded that her ability to handle intense emotion hadn’t improved with age.

Finally, Martha handed her the phone. Her eyes glistened.

“It’s Ruth. She can’t wait to talk to you.”

Kathleen took the phone, wishing she’d asked Josh and Martha to leave her alone to talk to her old friend, but they must have known instinctively that was what she wanted because Josh stood up and gave her shoulder a squeeze and Martha gave her a kiss on the cheek and whispered that they’d be “right outside.”

As the door clicked quietly shut behind them, Kathleen was left alone.

Her hand was shaking so much she could hardly hold the phone to her ear.

“Hello? Is that you, Ruth?”
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Martha

GRAND CANYON

“I don’t like leaving her.” Martha and Josh had driven the two and a half hours to Peach Springs, leaving Kathleen asleep in the gorgeous rustic lodge with its views across the Grand Canyon.

She’d assured Martha that she could happily spend a month admiring the view from her suite, and that spending a day alone would be a pleasure not a hardship, but still Martha felt unsettled.

How was it possible that she’d grown fond of Kathleen so quickly? It was partly the circumstances—being closeted together in a car—partly because she reminded Martha a little of her grandmother, but mostly because Kathleen had given her back her confidence.

She no longer doubted her ability behind the wheel of the car. Instead, she looked forward to the driving. She’d stopped punishing herself for past decisions. Thanks to Kathleen, she’d stopped thinking of them as bad decisions. They were her decisions, and if her family didn’t approve that was their problem.

But this morning she’d felt torn between her fondness for Kathleen, and her desire to do something to help Josh.

“I know she’s worried about meeting Ruth. I had a feeling she would have liked Liza to be there.” They’d put the top down and Josh tugged his hat down to shade his eyes from the hot Arizona sun.

“Ask her to fly out?”

“Not an option. She has family of her own. They’re going to France.”

“Then we’ll go with Kathleen to Ruth’s. If she looks as if she wishes she’d made a different decision, we’ll drag her out of there and take her for a walk on the beach instead. Or we can take her home.”

“Home?”

“My place. I live up the coast from Santa Monica. I have a great view of the ocean from my deck.”

She had an unsettling vision of him sprawled on the deck wearing nothing but board shorts. Her imagination had always been her downfall and now it was presenting her with vivid images of Josh naked. She tried to switch it off and replace it with less provocative images of Josh hunched over a computer screen, looking serious. But that didn’t work because he didn’t hunch and although he often looked serious, when he smiled it was as if someone had switched on all the lights full beam.

“You live near the sea?” Her voice sounded strange and she cleared her throat. “I thought you hated water?” She wasn’t going to think about him emerging from the ocean, with droplets of water clinging to those broad shoulders.

“I like looking at it. Not experiencing it.”

“So if I was drowning, you wouldn’t save me?”

“I’d save you by alerting the lifeguard.”

“That doesn’t count.”

“You’re alive at the end of it, so it counts. The secret of success is the ability to delegate a task to the most qualified person. If I tried to save you, we’d both drown. Talking of which, you might be right about today. We shouldn’t have left her,” Josh said. “Let’s go back. Who wants to go rafting on the Colorado River, anyway?”

Why did he have to make her laugh? She was doomed. “We do.”

“You do. It always seemed like a bad idea to me. Still does. Particularly now I know I’m expected to save you. Turn the car around.”

Was he serious?

The sudden stab of sympathy pierced those unsettling images. “Is this very hard for you? Doing this without your brother?”

“Being without him is hard—it doesn’t matter much what I’m doing.”

She wanted to stop the car and give him a big hug, but instead she kept the conversation light. “In that case, we might as well go rafting. You can’t back out now. Not when I’ve spent my life savings on this experience for you. You’re welcome, Martha.”

“You’re persistent, Martha. You’re a pain in the neck, Martha.”

She patted his thigh and then wished she hadn’t because the moment her fingers made contact with hard muscle those images came rushing back, along with a scorching rush of attraction. You’re a fool, Martha! “No need to be scared. And no need to worry about saving me. I’ll save you.” Although she had a feeling she was the one who might need saving, and not from the water. But she didn’t regret doing this, no matter the cost to her. She hated the thought of him taking this long trip alone, hitching a ride from place to place, making small talk with whoever picked him up, thinking about his brother the whole time. He would have carried that sadness with no one to help bear the load.

Although it had to be said that right now he didn’t seem particularly pleased that she was by his side. She could feel him glowering at her from under the brim of his baseball cap.

“You’re trained in white water rescue?”

“Not specifically, but the people I’m paying to escort us are, and I’m generally resourceful. If you promise to stop complaining, I’ll promise to rescue you if you fall headfirst into the water. You’re going to love this. And I honestly think it will be good for you.” And unless the searing burn of sexual attraction didn’t fade soon, she’d be glad of the excuse.

“Oatmeal is good for me. Doesn’t mean I love it.”

“Would you have been like this if Red had been sitting in this car with you?”

Josh gave a reluctant laugh. “I would have been worse. Red never would have let me get away with a day trip. He would have booked a week on the toughest part of the river. Probably unguided.”

“Terror can bond people, I hear.”

“Is that why you’re doing this? So I’ll cling to you?”

“I don’t need an excuse for that. When I’m ready to grab you, I’ll grab you.” And at this rate, it was going to be sooner rather than later.

“A little warning might be helpful. For example, are you going to do it while driving? Given that you’re a relatively inexperienced driver, you might want to pull over first.”

“I was inexperienced in Chicago—I have tons of experience now. And I’m not sure when I’m going to grab you.” She shot him a look. “I’ll do it when the time is right. When it comes to decision making, I’m still feeling my way.”

“Any time you want to feel your way with me, go right ahead.”

Oh Martha, Martha. “Are you flirting with me?”

“Possibly. It’s possible I’m trying to take my mind off the nightmare you’ve so generously planned for me.”

“And I need to make sure that getting physical with you is what I want, and that I’m not only doing it to please Kathleen.”

He turned his head. “I understand you letting me join you on this trip to please Kathleen, but you’d have sex with me to please Kathleen too?”

“I’m a generally accommodating person. It’s something I need to be mindful of when I’m making decisions.” She managed to keep her expression serious. “She’s vulnerable right now, and it would make her happy to know that her little plan to bring us together has worked. She thinks I need to get my confidence back.”

“Do I get any say in any of this?”

It was a good thing he couldn’t read her mind or he’d probably decide it was safer to walk the rest of Route 66 than be trapped in the car with her. “Neither of us had any say in it. We’re all innocent pawns in Kathleen’s game.” Thinking about Kathleen triggered another niggle of anxiety. “Maybe you’re right, and we should turn round. She put on a brave face yesterday, but she didn’t sleep last night. Did you see those shadows under her eyes?”

“She’s eighty. And we had a busy day yesterday.”

Somehow he always managed to reassure her. And it was true that they’d had a busy day. They’d driven from Winslow to Flagstaff, stopping at the Meteor Crater.

“And you did fill her head with scientific facts, which probably exhausted her.” But Martha knew the real cause of Kathleen’s fatigue went deeper than that. She was anxious about meeting Ruth. “I have a feeling that now she has made the decision, she wants to get it done. Be serious for a moment—do you think we should have stayed and distracted her?”

“No. She wanted us to do this.” Josh rubbed his hand over his jaw. “I’ve been given strict instructions to show you a good time, which will be a challenge given my lack of affection for water sports.”

Martha adjusted her grip on the wheel. “You’re supposed to show me a good time? What exactly does that mean?”

“You’ll know it when you see it.”

She was pretty sure that any time spent with Josh would be a good time. “What if I don’t? What if your idea of a good time isn’t my idea of a good time?”

“Then you’ll have to lie. To keep her happy.”

Martha studied the road ahead. “I won’t lie. So you’d better make sure I have a good time, Josh Ryder. No moaning about water. No sarcasm. No blinding me with facts about how old the rocks are or when the Grand Canyon was formed.”

“Would you like to know how many hapless tourists drown rafting on the Colorado River every year?”

“No.”

“The temperature of the water?”

“Definitely not.”

“This is like being with Red.”

She glanced at him and was relieved to see a smile on his face. “He had curly, badly behaved hair, an oversize rear end and skin with a tendency to burn in the sun?”

“Mmm.” He gestured to the side of the road. “Pull over.”

“Now? Why?”

“I can state with confidence that your curly hair is as cute as your freckles, but I might need to take a closer look at your rear end before I can give a definitive answer on relative sizes.”

“Josh Ryder! I am not pulling over so that you can stare at my butt.”

“My loss.” But he was grinning and so was she.

And maybe that should have surprised her as they’d been talking about his brother, but she’d learned after her grandmother had died that sadness and laughter could coexist.

“So how is this like being with Red?”

“You mean apart from the laughter? Like you, he was never interested in any of this stuff and I tried to make him interested. I often tried to persuade him to change his life, and do something more serious and adult, but all he wanted to do was chase waves and have a good time. Interestingly, he never tried to change me, even though my life choices seemed as crazy to him as his did to me.”

“But despite all that you were close.” She could hear it in the way he talked about his brother.

“Yes. Whenever we were both in we’d get together and share a few beers—more than a few.”

“I’m surprised your evil boss gave you the time off. You should have taken yourself to an employment tribunal or something. Cruelty to workers.”

“I like to think I was fair with everyone else.” He glanced at the roadside. “Make a right. If you’re determined to do this, this is our turning.”

She turned and found the parking lot. “From here we go on a bus to the bottom of the canyon. I’m excited, are you?”

“Not remotely.” But he was good-natured as the bus bumped its way down the road and was still almost smiling as they settled themselves into the boat.

Martha pressed her thigh a little closer to his as their guide introduced himself.

“Prepare yourselves for a wet, wild roller-coaster ride down eight white water rapids.”

Josh rolled his eyes. “Thanks, Martha.”

“Why the sarcasm? According to the promotional blurb we are going to be thrilled. If it wasn’t true, they wouldn’t say it.”

“I can think of other, safer ways of being thrilled.”

“Stop moaning. You, Mr. Tycoon, are about to get up close and personal with the mighty Colorado River.” And she was going to get up close and personal with him, if he wanted that too. She’d made her decision, and she was sure about it. Josh was the most exciting man she’d met in a long time, maybe ever. She loved the way he was with Kathleen, and the way he talked about his brother. She loved his sense of humor. Most of all she loved the way she felt when she was around him. With Josh, she never felt less. She never felt as if she should be more or different. He never chipped at her edges, tried to change who she was or make her smaller. Life had shaved pieces from her confidence, but being with him healed all those raw places.

She was happy, and that was enough.

It didn’t matter that she didn’t know what the future held. No one did, really. They thought they did, but so much was out of your control. If her grandmother hadn’t died, Martha might have finished her degree but then she would have been on a different track and who was to say that would have been happy? For a start she wouldn’t have met Kathleen. If she hadn’t needed to get away from her family and Steven so badly there was no way she would have taken a driving job, and no way she’d be sitting here now on the mighty Colorado River with the walls of the Grand Canyon rising up all around her, alongside a man who made her heart race. Basically, there wasn’t a single thing about the past she’d change, except perhaps finding a way to make people you loved live forever. But all anyone really had was right now, and she was determined to make the most of right now. And no doubt her family would disapprove of her current choices, but if there was one thing she’d learned on this trip it was that the only opinion that mattered was your own.

She lifted her face to the sun and smiled, feeling good about life for the first time in ages. About herself.

“I hope you’re still smiling when you’re submerged by icy river water.” Josh tugged her closer. “The average temperature of the Colorado River at this time of year is—”

“Don’t tell me! I’ll find out for myself, no doubt.”

But she loved his sense of humor, and the way he could recite facts from memory.

“I’m starting to appreciate the task your brother faced. This, my friend—” she grabbed the front of his life jacket and tugged him against her “—is going to be the adventure of your life. Don’t panic. Our guide is skilled in river rescue and swift water rescue. This is going to do you good. You’re going to love it.”

“You sound exactly like Red.”

She didn’t know what to say, so she sneaked her hand into his and felt his fingers tighten around hers.

“It’s been two years and I still hear his voice all the time,” Josh said. “I hear him telling me to get outdoors, to stop reading facts, to eat my pizza crusts and stop leaving broccoli at the side of my plate.”

“You leave broccoli at the side of your plate? You don’t eat your veggies? Shocking. I’m with Red on that one.”

“It seems you’re pretty much with Red on everything.” But judging from his tone of voice, he didn’t mind about that. She wondered whether he even quite liked it.

“I still hear my grandmother too, although only when I’m on my own, weirdly enough.” And she realized that the voice of the only person whose life advice she should have taken was drowned out when she was with other people. Her mother. Her sister. Steven. She’d been listening to the wrong voices.

“What would your grandmother have thought of this?”

“The trip, or you?” She saw his eyes crease as he smiled. “She would have said a big yes to both.” She gasped as the water drenched her, leaving her soaked and laughing. “That’s cold!”

She clung to Josh and he muttered something she couldn’t make out but assumed it wasn’t complimentary, but even he cracked a smile as their guide expertly navigated the rapids.

Later they ate lunch on the banks of the river, devouring delicious sandwiches and homemade cookies.

Martha slipped one into her pocket for Kathleen.

Her hair had dried curly, her face was burning under the hot Arizona sun and she’d never felt happier.

By the time they finally returned to the hotel the sun was setting.

Kathleen left a message that she’d ordered room service and was having an early night, so they ordered pizza and Josh left the crust while Martha ate hers.

Then they found a place where they had a view of the Grand Canyon and watched the sun go down.

“This is the kind of view that makes you think about life. About how small you are, compared to the world. And how all those little things that seem so huge, aren’t really huge at all.” Martha stood close to him and he slipped his arm round her shoulders.

“Thank you for today. And that’s not sarcasm.” His voice was soft. “Seriously, thank you. I’m pleased we did it. He would have been pleased.”

Martha leaned her head on his shoulder. “You would have had fun doing this together.”

He pulled her closer. “He would have liked you.”

Warmth rushed through her. “I wish I’d met him.”

“He would have flirted with you and pointed out that he was way more interesting than me.”

She looked up at him and her heart beat faster because she was absolutely sure she wouldn’t have found his brother more interesting than him. “I’m sure I would. We would have laughed together, and he wouldn’t have bored me with facts or left his pizza crusts. We would have bonded over broccoli.”

He stroked her shoulder. “My brother used to tease me for always planning ahead. He always missed flights because he could never get himself to the airport on time. One year he was a day late to Thanksgiving because he’d left the travel to chance. ‘Just catch the wave’, he used to say.”

The setting sun turned the rocks burnt orange and the sky fiery red.

She turned and slid her arms round his neck. “Is that what we’re doing? Catching the wave?”

“Maybe.” He slid his fingers under her chin and lifted her face to his. “What do you think? Are you going to catch this wave, Martha?”

“Yes.” It came out as a whisper. “To get my confidence back, you understand.”

“Sure. What other reason would there be?” His mouth was so close to hers they were almost kissing, but not quite.

The suspense of that almost kiss, the burning anticipation, was more erotic than any actual kiss she’d experienced.

He lifted his hand and brushed his fingers over her cheek. “My room or yours?”

“Which is closest?”

“Yours. But that’s next door to Kathleen.”

“Good point. My room. In case she comes looking for me in the night.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That would make for an interesting conversation.”

He kissed her briefly, a heated hint of things to come and then he grabbed her hand and they virtually sprinted back to her room. She could taste the urgency in the air and feel it in the tightness of his grip. She wanted him with a desperation that crossed the borders of decency.

Desperation made her clumsy, and when they finally reached the door she fumbled with the lock and dropped the key. “I hate keys. I can’t—”

“I’ve got it.” He retrieved the key and thrust it into the lock, but before they could step inside he grabbed her shoulder. “Wait. Are you sure, Martha? Answer quickly.” His tense jaw was a sign of the self-restraint he was exercising, and it made her feel better about her own out-of-control response.

“Yes. I’m a great decision maker, didn’t you know that? I never doubt myself.” She tugged him into the room, kicked the door shut behind her and pulled him against her. “Come on you meat-eating, broccoli-avoiding, water-hating but seriously hot guy—”

His hands were in her hair, his mouth on her neck, her cheek, her forehead. “You think I’m seriously hot?”

She reached for the buttons of his shirt, fumbled again and decided there had to be something wrong with her fingers. “No, I’m doing this to please Kathleen.” She moaned as he cupped her face in his hands and delivered a long, slow deliberate kiss to her mouth, and she thought to herself that the word kiss was too generic because she’d been kissed before and it had never felt like this. She was breathing hard, unraveled by the intimacy of his kiss and his sure, knowing touch. Her heart was doing an intensive workout of its own and she thought he could probably feel it because his hand was on her breast, teasing and then his mouth and she closed her eyes, awash with sensation as he ripped impatiently at his clothes and then did the same with hers.

They hadn’t bothered turning on the lights, but the moonlight through the window allowed them to stumble their way to the bed without bruising shins or banging elbows and she tumbled onto the mattress and grabbed his shoulders as he came down on top of her. His face was shadowed in the semidarkness, the details blurred by dim light.

She felt the weight of him, the solid power of his shoulders as he levered himself up, and then the skilled pressure of his mouth as he kissed her. She dug her fingers into his shoulders, desperate, urging him not to hold back, but he wouldn’t be rushed.

His mouth moved from her lips to her jaw, and from there to the skin of her throat and then her shoulder. He lingered there, breathing her in, tasting every segment of her skin as if she was a meal he was only going to get to savor once in a lifetime. She’d never felt so much all at once and she shifted under him as excitement escalated. Her body shivered with the contrasts—the chill of the air-conditioning and the warmth of his hands, the slow drag of his tongue over her breast and the rapid pounding of her heart. And she explored him back, touching and tasting, hearing the change in his breathing and the soft murmur of words.

His touch unraveled her but he kept up the intimate exploration until there was no part of her left unexplored, until she was quivering and writhing and focused on nothing but feelings. Muscle and strength. Heat and kisses. Arousal and need.

And then he eased inside her, infinitely gentle and for a moment she stopped breathing because underneath the electrifying excitement was the knowledge that nothing in her life had ever felt so completely right before. She’d never experienced anything like this thrilling, intricate tangle of the physical and the emotional. Never felt so connected to anyone. She was caught in a dizzying whirl of need and he responded with his own urgency until there was nothing but heat and sensation as they tumbled over that peak together.

And afterward, even after the wildness of the storm had eased, they stayed locked together, bodies entangled as they talked in hushed voices, each exchange flavored by the new intimacy.

Often in the past she questioned her decisions, but she wasn’t questioning this one. And even if this one night was all they had, she knew she wouldn’t regret it.

He curved her against him and she felt safe, and needed, and wanted and so many good things all at once.

Josh said nothing, and after a moment she lifted her head.

“Are you all right?”

“Mmm.” His eyes were closed and she wondered if, maybe, she’d read this all wrong that he was having regrets.

“What are you thinking?”

He stirred and finally opened his eyes. “That Steven was a fool to let you go, but his loss is my gain so I can’t be too angry with the guy.”

She glowed. “Marrying him wasn’t a good decision, but I do make some good decisions.”

“I count at least five in the past hour.”

She grinned. “Josh Ryder. Are you being a scoundrel?”

“I don’t know.” He shifted her underneath him in a smooth movement. “Tell me what scoundrels do, and I’ll tell you if I fit the description.” He lowered his head and kissed her. “You’re incredible, Martha.”

No one had ever called her incredible before. “Just for the record, which bit of me is incredible?”

“All of you, from your cute curly hair to your amazing butt. Mostly your nature. You’re the kindest, most generous person I’ve ever met.”

She ran her fingers through his hair feeling it fall, silky soft, between her fingers. “Are you saying I’m a doormat?”

“Doormat?”

“A pushover. Weak.”

“Kindness isn’t weakness. Kindness is a quality that is often underrated—” he rolled onto his back, taking her with him “—except by me. I’ve always been good at spotting value. It’s one of my talents.”

“You have other talents.” She trailed her fingers over his chest and down his abdomen. “Want me to list them?”

She’d been beating herself up about making bad decisions, but every decision she’d made had led her to this moment. If she’d made a different choice at any stage of her life, she wouldn’t have been here now. And she wouldn’t have missed this moment for the world.

He ran his hand down her bare back. “So now you’ve got your confidence back, I suppose you’re going to go back to your room.”

“This is my room.”

“Ah. Right. Good.”

“And I always think confidence is a funny thing—” She slid her hand lower and heard his sharp intake of breath. “It’s fragile. I probably still have a way to go. I might want to use you for a bit longer. Your teeth are clenched. Are you okay?”

He grunted and then rolled her on her back and covered her with his body. “I have a proposal.”

“No proposal. One divorce is enough.”

“Not that kind of proposal. The kind that involves you gaining your confidence in various places along the Pacific Coast.”

She kissed her way down his chest. “What exactly are you suggesting?”

“If you want me to give you a coherent answer, you’re going to have to stop what you’re doing for a few moments.”

She lifted her head but left her hand where it was. “I’m distracting you?”

“Maybe a little.” He spoke through his teeth and she smiled.

“This is fun.”

“For you. For me it’s an exercise in self-control and sexual frustration. When we’ve delivered Kathleen and found out what she wants to do, I thought we could take a drive down Highway One. I’ll show you California. The Big Sur. Monterey. Cliffs. Redwood forest.”

Her heart flew. She felt as if she’d won the lottery. “Don’t you have to get back to work?”

“I should. And if you say no, it’s true that I’ll probably revert to my old workaholic ways.”

“That’s blackmail.”

“It’s negotiation.”

“And what excuse will you give to your boss for not going back?”

“I’ll tell him I met a girl…” He scooped her up so that she was lying on top of him, and smoothed his hands down her back. “So what do you say? Do you have to get back?”

To what? She needed to make a plan, but that could wait. It could all wait.

“Well, I feel a certain responsibility for making sure you don’t slip back into your old, serious ways—so yes.”

“You’re sure?”

“Totally.”

She’d never been more certain of a decision in her life.
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Liza

Sean sprinted across the sand to Liza, dripping with water from a final early morning swim. “Invigorating.” Shivering, he reached for a towel. “Despite all the exciting things that lie ahead, I confess I don’t want to leave. I’d forgotten how much I love it here. When we come we don’t use the time for relaxation. It’s always about doing jobs.”

Liza felt a twinge of guilt. “That’s my fault. I always prioritize other things over having fun. That’s going to change, I promise. Fun is going to be at the top from now on.”

“For both of us.” He sprawled down next to her on the picnic blanket, droplets of water clinging to his leg. “It’s so easy to get into a routine, and never question an alternative. I’m picturing what life could be like if we lived here. I’d finish work and instead of sitting in commuter traffic and getting home late and tired, we’d go for an evening swim. In the winter we’d take wild, blowy walks on an empty beach and grab something to eat at the Tide Shack.”

They’d talked about it, but was he really considering it?

“You have a thriving business. In London.”

“Mmm. The way I see it, there are two options. One is for me to keep that business as it is and commute from here a few days a week. Delegate more.”

“You’d be on the road the whole time and pulled between two places.”

“I could make it work. I’d go up to London Monday night and be there Tuesday through to Thursday night or something.”

She reached out and swept droplets of water from his cheek with her thumb. “Then we’d have to keep the London house and we can’t afford both.”

He grabbed her wrist and pulled her in for a kiss. “You’re putting up obstacles.”

“I’m being practical. That’s what I do.”

“Well, don’t do what you do.” He sat up. “Alternatively, I talk to my partners and explore the idea of opening an office down here, focusing on coastal properties. Plenty of people want to reimagine the space they’re living in and I’m good at that side of things.”

She thought about how he’d transformed their small terraced house in London into a light-filled space. “Yes, you are.”

“I’d still have to do the occasional trip to London, but the bulk of my work would be here.”

She thought about what her life could be like living here. She’d have the beach. She’d be able to focus more on her art. She’d be able to see more of her mother, and also Angie.

Liza had visited her the day before, not wanting to leave without saying goodbye.

In the end she’d been honest with her old friend, as Angie had been with her, and that one conversation had reminded her why the connection between them had always been so strong. There were few people in life with whom you could trust your innermost secrets, but Angie was one of those.

She shifted her attention back to Sean. “Do you think you’d get enough work to justify setting up an office?”

“I don’t know, but I’m excited to try.”

It was fun to plan, but she still couldn’t see it as reality. “There is no way the twins will want to leave London. And do we really want to move them at this stage, when they’re heading into important exams?”

“Life isn’t all about the twins, Liza. Our lives are important too. But whichever option we choose, it’s going to take a while to make it happen. So why don’t we agree to spend the next year thinking about how we are going to make this work, with the aim of moving down here when Caitlin and Alice head to college.”

The future that had so recently seemed pressured and full of dark clouds, now glowed brighter. “I love that idea.”

“It will give me time to look for exactly the right property.” He pushed the damp towel into the bag. “Ideally there will be some unloved coast guard cottage with beach views that I can turn into a project for the next couple of years.”

“And I can take my time furnishing it.” She imagined herself picking up pieces from the many local shops selling Cornish crafts along the Atlantic coast. And she’d improvise too, because that was something she loved. She’d collect shells and driftwood, sand and stain the floors of their cottage to a bleached white. “It’s fun to plan.” And most of all it was fun planning together. They’d stopped doing things together and somehow started to live parallel lives. But not anymore.

“Let’s come back soon.” Sean put his arm round her shoulders and stared out to sea. His skin was turning a deep bronze. She’d forgotten how easily he tanned.

“Yes.” Liza stood up and started to gather their things together. “You haven’t changed your mind about what we agreed last night? In the cold light of day it seems impulsive and extravagant.”

“Impulsive is good. We need to do more of it.” Sean took the bag from her and they walked back to the house, took a shower and loaded their things into his car.

They’d decided to leave hers parked at the cottage for the time being and collect it later in the summer.

Liza checked the front door for a final time. She’d fed Popeye and the evening before she and Sean had driven over to Finn’s to deliver his paintings.

For Liza it had been an awkward moment, but both men had been surprisingly relaxed. Finn had given her a good natured wink, and he and Sean had discussed the architectural design of the house while they had drinks on the lawn.

The other painting she’d done during her visit, the more personal one, was leaning against the wall in her mother’s bedroom. There had been no end of possible subjects for the canvas, but she’d known right from the beginning what she wanted to do and when she’d finally shown it to Sean she’d been reassured by his response.

“Oakwood,” he’d breathed, gazing at the painting of the sun setting over the cottage. “It’s perfect.”

Liza hoped her mother would think so too.

And now they were heading back to London.

Sean took her hand. “Are you sad to be leaving?”

Liza glanced back at Oakwood Cottage. It had provided her with a sanctuary when she’d needed it the most. “We’ll be back very soon. I’ve missed the girls.”

They’d had a long chat the day before, and Liza had been honest about the way she felt. It hadn’t been an easy conversation for her, but the girls were obviously so shaken by that article they’d found, and by the thought that their parents’ marriage might be in trouble, that they were reflective and apologetic.

“You do so much,” Caitlin had said in a subdued tone, “and I’m sorry I didn’t notice or say thank you more. I’m going to do better.”

“A thank-you would be appreciated,” Liza had replied, “but mostly I need you to start taking more responsibility.”

“I will. We will.”

Alice had agreed, and Liza had to admit that on the whole the conversation had gone better than she’d hoped. Whether or not it would last remained to be seen.

“If we’re home late afternoon, I’ll be able to call my mother before they set off for the day.” Liza fastened her seat belt. “It’s weird, isn’t it? You don’t expect your relationship with a parent to change this late in life. I assumed that we’d never be close.” But she and her mother had talked about everything and anything. All the barriers that had kept them separate had vanished.

“I’m pleased for you. Funny to think Kathleen had so much going on in her past. What a life she has led.”

Liza waved a mental goodbye to Oakwood as Sean pulled out of the drive. “I’ve been wondering what her life would have looked like if she’d married Adam.”

“We can all play that game. If I hadn’t met you on the beach that summer, where would I be now? If you hadn’t left and woken us all up, what would have happened to our family?”

“I didn’t leave, Sean.”

“Sorry—you came to ‘feed the cat’.” He glanced at her and smiled. “You do know that from now on all you have to do is threaten to go and ‘feed the cat’ and I’ll be booking dinner tables and buying you elaborate gifts.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“I should probably warn you that the kitchen wall is now home to a giant spreadsheet. Alice allocates tasks for people.”

Liza winced. “That doesn’t sound like a particularly tasteful design feature.”

“It isn’t, but if it reminds them to do their share then it’s worth the visual pain.” He pulled over suddenly and parked in the gateway to a field. In the distance the sea was a streak of blue against the cloudy sky.

“Why are you stopping?”

“Because these last few days have been special and leaving here makes me nervous.” He turned in his seat. “I’m terrible at remembering anniversaries. There’s no excuse for that, and I’m going to do better. It’s one of my flaws, I know that. I can focus on work, but not have a clue where my blue shirt is. I try and approach everything calmly which I know drives you crazy because you work at a pace that would shame a racing driver, but here’s the thing, Liza—I love you.” He took her face in his hands. “I love you, and I have loved you for every one of the years we’ve spent together, even if I sometimes forget to mark the moment. And part of the reason I forget to mark the moment is because I feel lucky every day I’m with you and picking one day a year to celebrate is almost like saying the rest of it isn’t special. It’s all special.” There was no doubting the sincerity in his voice.

“Sean—”

“Let me finish—” He smoothed her hair away from her face. “Yes we’re swamped by things to do. My job is busy, having twins has always given us more than enough to do and you bear the brunt of it, and we both have constant demands on our time and we have to prioritize, but since when has our relationship come bottom of the list? It should be top priority, not bottom. It should be the first thing we pay attention to, not the last.”

“I know. And we’re going to do that.”

How had she ever prioritized washing Caitlin’s strap top over a conversation with Sean? How had they stopped prioritizing themselves? She made lists of all the things she had to do, but spending time with Sean where they did nothing but focus on each other wasn’t on that list.

Sean kissed her gently and then steered the car back onto the road and headed for home.

As they pulled into their road, Liza felt a flicker of nerves. It felt strange, being home, as if she’d been away for a lifetime even though it was only a matter of weeks.

But then the front door opened and Caitlin and Alice raced out to greet them, as they’d done when they were very young.

“Mum!” Caitlin grabbed Liza so tightly she couldn’t breathe, and Alice did the same.

“We missed you.”

“And not because we can’t find anything when you’re not here.” Caitlin finally released her. “You look amazing. That dress is cute on you. Is it new? Come inside, we’ve made a surprise for you both.” She and Alice glanced at each other and then ushered their parents through to the kitchen.

The house was sparkling, and the kitchen table was loaded with plates of food. Tiny finger sandwiches, scones, cupcakes, chocolate chip cookies—

Liza put her bag down. “You did all this?”

“We thought you’d be hungry after your journey. Alice did most of the cooking. I did the cleaning.” Caitlin looked nervous. “I did the mirrors and even cleaned behind the bed in your room. And we’re going to help get ready for France. Alice and I are going to do everything, so you can relax.”

“Ah—” Liza looked at Sean. “We need to talk to you about that.”

Caitlin’s face fell. “We’re not going to France?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Because it’s too much work for you?” Alice looked anxious. “Is it our fault?”

“It has nothing to do with you. And this is all wonderful, as is the tidy house. I’m touched. Goodness, it looks delicious.” Liza reached out and picked up a cupcake. Were her girls really capable of this? She’d underestimated them. Or maybe it was simply that she’d never given them the chance. “But we do have some bad news about France. They called yesterday—they had a burst pipe and the downstairs is flooded.”

“Oh no!” Alice slumped onto the nearest chair. “But it’s our special time away as a family. We wanted to spoil you, and—can we find somewhere else? Caitlin and I can do a search.”

“That was our first instinct, but then we had a different idea.” Liza took Sean’s hand. “We have another plan, which I hope you’ll be excited about. It’s not France.”

“Not France?” Caitlin caught her sister’s eye. “But whatever you think would be fun, works for us, Mum. We want family time, that’s all.”

Family.

Liza smiled. “We can guarantee you family time of the very best type.”
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Kathleen

BARSTOW~SANTA MONICA

Kathleen stood on the pier at Santa Monica and stared across the waves.

She’d crossed prairie and desert, seen the Grand Canyon and the bright lights of Las Vegas, and now she was here, at her final destination.

She felt Martha’s hand close over hers.

“We made it, Kathleen, and I didn’t drive into a lamppost.”

Kathleen said nothing, but clung to her hand. She couldn’t find the words to describe everything she was feeling.

Josh took her other hand and they led her closer to the beach. “That’s the Pacific Ocean, Kathleen.”

“Yes, I can see that. My eyes are the one part of me that still work.” The Pacific Ocean. Kathleen felt the sun on her face and the warmth of the breeze, but she couldn’t relax. All she could think about was Ruth. “She lives near here?”

“Not far.”

Kathleen turned back to the car. “Then let’s go. Let’s do this. I don’t want to wait any longer.” She saw Martha glance at Josh, as if they were calculating something. “What are you two plotting?”

“Nothing.”

She knew they weren’t telling her the truth, but she was too anxious about her meeting with Ruth to probe further.

What if it felt awkward? It had been almost sixty years since they last saw each other. They would have nothing in common except the past, and that wasn’t exactly a comfortable place to linger.

She slid back into the car that had been their home since they’d left Chicago. Kathleen had grown ridiculously fond of it, and also fond of Martha and Josh.

There was a new intimacy between them. Kathleen saw it in shared smiles, the brush of fingers, the promise in a look. She was thrilled for them, but their new closeness made her feel alone.

She’d always been an independent person. So why did she feel the need to lean on someone for this trip?

She made a supreme effort to pull herself together. If seeing Ruth ended up being an upsetting experience then Kathleen would simply make an excuse. She’d drink a cup of Earl Grey, say how nice it had been to see Ruth, and then she’d check into a hotel with a view of the ocean and pretend she was at home.

Having decided that, she wanted to get it over with. “Are you sure we’re going the right way?” She clutched the back of Martha’s seat, the other hand securing the hat she was wearing to protect herself from the California sunshine.

She’d agreed they should ride with the top down for this last section of the trip together.

It should have been relaxing, but how could she relax knowing that she was about to see Ruth after so many years?

“Yes.” Josh checked the navigation. “You need to make a left up ahead, Martha. And then pull over and wait.”

Wait for what?

“Turns no longer scare me, although I will never love a roundabout.” Martha glanced in the mirror. “Are you all right, Kathleen?”

“No.” Panic got the better of her. “I think this is a dreadful mistake. One should never revisit the past. Don’t make a left. Head straight down the coast.” She saw Martha glance at Josh.

“Kathleen—”

“If you’re about to reason with me then don’t waste your breath. I know what I want.”

Martha pulled over, swerving into a parking space in a manner so decisive that Kathleen was forced to shoot out a hand to steady herself.

“I thought your driving was vastly improved, but it seems I was premature in my assessment. I have no idea why you’re stopping. We should keep going, moving forward.”

Martha unclipped her seat belt and turned. “We’re visiting Ruth. She’s expecting us. But we’re going to wait here for a few minutes.”

“For what? You work for me, Martha. I decide on the itinerary.”

Martha reached between the seats and touched Kathleen’s knee. “This must be very scary—”

“Don’t soothe me, Martha. It’s patronizing.”

“I’m being a friend. Just as you’ve been a friend to me on this journey.”

Kathleen felt her eyes sting. Sand, of course. They’d spent too long near the beach. “Nonsense.”

“If it hadn’t been for you I wouldn’t have met Josh. I was so busy protecting myself I would have missed out on all the fun we’ve had.” Martha’s eyes twinkled. “Not to mention the best sex of my life.”

Josh cleared his throat and slid down in his seat. “Is this really—”

“Yes, it is.” Martha ignored his discomfort. “We’ve all done things that felt tough on this journey. I picked up a hitchhiker and deleted Steven’s number from my phone—”

“And about time,” Kathleen muttered.

“Josh went rafting—”

Josh pulled a face. “Not sure I want to relive that.”

Kathleen sighed. “Since when did this become a competition?”

“It’s not about competition. It’s about the support of friends. And you won’t be on your own today. We’ve got your back, Kathleen.”

She felt a strange pressure build in her chest. “You are nowhere near my back. You young people are so careless with language.”

“I know you’re scared of seeing Ruth,” Martha said. “You’re scared of feeling things you think you can’t handle, but you can handle them, Kathleen. You’ve handled so much already. And if you don’t do this, you might regret it.”

“I will not. I make a point of never looking back.”

“But this isn’t looking back. It’s looking forward. You and Ruth will be building something new.”

“I’m eighty. It’s a little late to be building something new.”

Martha raised her eyebrows. “This from someone who drove two thousand four hundred miles across America? If it’s not too late for that type of adventure, how can it be too late to call on a friend?”

“She’s a stranger, Martha. I haven’t seen her for almost sixty years so don’t romanticize the relationship.”

“You had a deep and special friendship. That kind of bond doesn’t go away.”

“Your generation are so emotional.” Kathleen fiddled with the strap of her bag, kneading it, twisting it. “Fine, let’s do it. It will be a disaster, and then I will take great pleasure in firing you.”

Martha smiled. “If it goes badly, you’ll need me as the getaway driver.”

“If I’m relying on your driving skills to escape then we’re all doomed.” What should she do? Martha was right, of course. She was terrified. Seeing Ruth could rip open everything. “In case we have a major falling out, I should probably give you this now.” She leaned down and retrieved the parcel she’d tucked into the car a few days earlier. “It’s a thank-you.”

“A thank-you for what?”

“For not singing even when you were bursting to do so. For humoring a cantankerous old lady on the trip of a lifetime. For being the best company. And for smiling even when you were terrified.” She saw Martha’s eyes fill and waved a hand. “No! No crying.”

Martha brushed her hand over her eyes and opened the box Kathleen had handed her.

“Oh Kathleen—” She lifted the teapot out of the box and stared at it in wonder. “It’s perfect. Where did you find this?”

“I am fortunate in having well-connected friends who can make things happen.” She sent silent thanks to Liza who had sourced it, and Finn who had navigated the astonishing complexities of transportation.

“Red cherries.” Martha sounded choked. “It’s exactly like the one Nanna had.”

“Your grandmother would be proud of you, Martha.”

“I’ll treasure it. I’m never going to use it.”

“That would be a pity. A teapot is designed to hold tea, just as a human being is designed to live life no matter how hard it seems at times.” She felt her voice waver, and knew that Martha heard it too. Kathleen saw her glance at Josh.

“Could you go for a walk? We’re five minutes early, anyway.”

“Early for what? We’re having tea, not watching the opera.” Kathleen’s fingers were white on the bag. The moment had come, and she couldn’t delay it any longer. “And why does Josh need to walk anywhere? Given that I’m already in possession of far too much detail regarding the extraordinary regeneration of your sex life, I can’t imagine any conversation that would require his absence.”

Martha turned back to her. “I know you’re anxious, but there really are only two outcomes here. One is that you no longer have any bond with Ruth, you find her boring and we leave after a very painful cup of tea.”

“Tea can’t be painful unless you spill it shortly after pouring.”

Martha ignored her. “Two, you bond as you did the first time you met and can’t stop talking. Then you have the best afternoon you’ve had in a while. That’s the one I vote for.”

“A third outcome is that the meeting rips open a part of my life I left in the past for good reason.”

“How can it?” Martha’s tone was gentle. “You’re not going to regret your decision, Kathleen. You wouldn’t want to turn the clock back, even if you could. You know that. Because of what happened, you had an amazing career.”

“You know how much I dislike the word amazing. It conveys nothing.”

“It conveys amazingness,” Martha continued unrepentant, “and your career was amazing.”

“It’s true,” Josh said. “It was.”

Martha nodded. “If you’d married Adam he would have driven you crazy.”

Kathleen wrinkled her nose. “Crazy is another word I dislike. Could we aim for more descriptive language? Have I taught you nothing over the past few weeks?”

“You’ve taught me persistence.” Martha leaned forward. “If you’d stayed together, you would have wanted to kill Adam. Think about those articles we read. I’m sure he was very eminent, but he probably had an overinflated ego. Maybe he wouldn’t have liked you being a big star. Maybe you wouldn’t have been able to travel the world. Maybe The Summer Seekers never would have happened.”

“I’m not sure there is evidence to support that.” Kathleen brushed nonexistent fluff from her skirt. “You could be right. I wouldn’t have described him as supportive when I expressed certain ambitions.”

“But Brian was. Wait a minute—” Martha grabbed her phone and fiddled for a moment before thrusting it in Kathleen’s face. “There’s Brian when you received that big award in London. Presenter of the Year or whatever it was called.”

Kathleen felt her eyes mist. Oh Brian. “I have no idea why you are showing me this.”

“Look at his face! What do you see? Pride. Joy. And so much love. I’d give anything for a man to look at me that way just once.”

“Perhaps if you wore something other than jeans—”

“We’re talking about you, Kathleen. And Brian, who you loved as much as he loved you. He was not second best. He wasn’t your consolation prize. Wasn’t that what you said to me when we pulled up at Devil’s Elbow? A good relationship doesn’t need a miracle. All it needs is the right person at the right time. Which is a whole lot harder than it sounds, actually, but that’s not relevant right now.”

“I used the word require, not need.”

“Same thing.”

“Actually it’s—”

“Kathleen!”

“Give me a moment.” Kathleen closed her eyes, and thought of Brian. His patience. His ability to always make her laugh. The way they’d argued about the best way to mark a place in the book. Their love of the sea. Their home. Their daughter.

He had, without doubt, been the best thing that had happened to her in her life. Better even than The Summer Seekers.

He’d been her biggest and best adventure.

Martha was right. She wouldn’t change a thing. She wouldn’t trade a day of her life, either when she was single or with her dear Brian, for more time with Adam.

Her throat ached. How she missed Brian. She missed his steadiness and the way he’d known her. There was no better gift in life than being known, and yet still loved.

And Brian had known and loved her.

She opened her eyes. “Tea then, but only tea. And we should have some kind of signal. In case I need moral support or a rapid exit, although I’m not sure I’m capable of making a rapid exit with my hips the way they are. You may need to throw me over your shoulder, Josh.” She saw Martha and Josh exchange glances again and gave a sigh of exasperation. “Now what?”

“You’ll have all the moral support you need, Kathleen.” Martha turned her head to look at the road.

A large car approached and glided to a halt in front of them.

“She’s here.” Josh stepped out of the car and so did Martha.

“Who is here?” But Kathleen was talking to herself. Before she could call after them and tell them that all this drama and subterfuge was frustrating, the door of the car was opening and a woman stepped out into the sunshine.

She looked exactly like Liza.

Kathleen felt something flutter in her chest. No. It couldn’t be. Liza was in France, with Sean and the girls.

But it was Liza. A different-looking Liza, whose shoulders were back and whose smile was sure and confident. Happy. Right here in California, wearing a dress that flipped around her legs. She was hugging Martha, and shaking hands with Josh, and then she walked quickly to the car and smiled down at Kathleen.

“Hello there, Summer Seeker! I have to admit I had my doubts about the car, but it suits you.”

Kathleen couldn’t find any words. She wanted to get out of the car, but in the end she didn’t need to because Liza slid into the passenger seat next to her, wincing as she tried to squeeze her legs into the limited space.

“You drove all the way across eight states with your legs cramped like this? It’s a wonder you can move.” She leaned forward and hugged Kathleen. “I hope you don’t mind me coming. I wanted to be with you for this part. I thought we could see Ruth together.”

Together. She wasn’t on her own. She had Liza.

She’d been so afraid of losing her independence, but she saw now that you could lean on someone and accept support without giving up any part of yourself. Accepting help didn’t make you weak, it made you human. Perhaps it was even a strength because it meant you could face things you might be unable to face alone.

Kathleen clung back, only vaguely aware of Josh and Martha getting back into the car. “Why aren’t you in France?”

“It’s a long story. Why don’t I tell you after we’ve had tea?”

“But what about Sean and the girls?”

“They’re here too.” Liza fastened her seat belt. “Last-minute change of plan. It probably won’t surprise you to learn that the news that we were coming to California, instead of France, was greeted with joy by the girls. They’re currently in our beachfront apartment—arranged at short notice thanks to Josh—planning a future that allows them to move here permanently. It might even be the boost Caitlin needed to focus on her studies. They can’t wait to see you, by the way. They’re cooking dinner for us all tonight.”

Kathleen was finding it hard to keep up. “Did you say that the twins are cooking dinner?”

“Don’t be scared.” Liza patted her leg. “Turns out that they’re better at it than past experience would suggest. I have a lot to tell you. But let’s get to Ruth’s now. No point in delaying a moment longer. How far is it?”

“Not far.” Josh glanced at the directions and told Martha to make a left. “It’s halfway down this road. Close to the beach. Adam can’t have done too badly if they bought a property here.”

Kathleen’s mind was spinning. She had so much to say, and she needed to say it now. “I can’t sell Oakwood, Liza.”

“You’re right. You can’t.”

“I know you think I’ll have an accident there, but—” She paused. “What did you say?”

“I said you can’t sell it. I don’t think you should and I’m sorry I ever suggested it. Stay, and if the time comes when you need help there, we’ll figure it out together.”

Kathleen eyed her daughter. “I won’t wear an alarm.”

“I know.” Liza smiled. “Or lift the rug, or stop using the stepladder. It’s your decision. Your life. Your adventure.”

She’d never seen Liza so relaxed. “I might stop using the stepladder.”

As Martha pulled up outside a set of large iron gates Kathleen felt nerves flutter again, but it was too late for second thoughts because Martha had already spoken into an intercom and the gates swung slowly open and there, standing at the head of the drive, supported by a woman who was presumably her daughter, was Ruth.

She hadn’t changed at all, Kathleen thought. Not one bit.

Martha parked and Josh was out of the car in a flash but it was Liza who helped Kathleen. Liza who took her arm and didn’t let go. Liza who was by her side as they walked the short distance to greet her old friend.

And it turned out that Kathleen needn’t have wasted time planning what to say, or being anxious about it, because Ruth hurried forward and wrapped her in a tight hug, and she realized that sometimes words weren’t needed and that touch could convey everything.

It was only when she heard Ruth sniff that she realized her cheeks were wet too.

She’d displayed more emotion during this one morning than she had in the lifetime that preceded it.

“I’m Martha—” Martha held out her hand to the woman with Ruth who greeted her warmly.

“I’m Hannah. Ruth’s daughter. We spoke on the phone. And you must be Liza. Welcome. We’re so pleased you could join us.” She shook Liza’s hand. “Why don’t you all come in? We’ve made tea. We can sit on the deck in the shade.” She led them inside and finally Kathleen and Ruth released each other.

“Look at you!” Ruth brushed her damp cheeks with her fingers. “So glamorous. You haven’t changed one bit. It’s like having a movie star in my home. I want to hear all the details of your life. You must have so many stories. I watched every episode of The Summer Seekers.”

The possibility that Ruth knew about her career hadn’t crossed Kathleen’s mind. “How is that possible?”

“Adam tracked down the videos for me. They were in the wrong format but he managed to get them converted.”

It felt strange and a little uncomfortable imagining Adam and Ruth sitting together watching The Summer Seekers.

Ruth tucked her arm into Kathleen’s and led her into the house. “Come on in. I have Earl Grey and Hannah made homemade shortbread.”

Hannah.

Ruth’s daughter. Adam’s daughter.

And there was Liza, her own daughter, watching her closely, giving her reassuring smiles, and Kathleen realized that this trip hadn’t only brought her back to Ruth, it had brought her closer to her own daughter. They had so much to talk about, and time to do it.

Her epic road trip had delivered her so many new experiences, but none so satisfying as sitting here with her old friend and her daughter, sipping tea while they gazed across the Pacific Ocean. The past had finally found a comfortable place in the present and she felt utterly content with her life.

Maybe that had been the destination all along.
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1

Robyn

She hadn’t dared hope that this might happen.

Someone less cynical might of thought of it as a Christmas miracle, but Robyn no longer believed in miracles. She was terrified, but layered under the terror was a seam of something else. Hope. The kaleidoscope of emotions inside her matched the swirl and shimmer of color in the sky. Here in Swedish Lapland, north of the Arctic Circle, the unpolluted skies and clear winter nights made for frequent sightings of the Northern Lights.

She heard the door open behind her, heard the soft crunch of footsteps on deep snow and then felt Erik’s arms slide around her.

‘Come inside. It’s cold.’

‘One more minute. I need to think—’ and she’d always done her best thinking here, in this wild land where nature dominated, where a human felt insignificant beneath the expanse of pink tinted sky. Everything she’d ever done that was foolish, selfish, risky or embarrassing, shrank in importance because this place didn’t care.

Trees bowed under the weight of new snow, the surface glistening with delicate threads of silver and blue. The cold numbed her cheeks and froze her eyelashes, but she noticed only the beauty. Her instinct was to reach for her camera, even though she already had multiple images of the same scene.

She’d come here to escape from everything she was and everything she’d done, and fallen in love with the place and the man. It turned out that you could reinvent yourself if you moved far enough away from everyone who knew you.

Erik pulled the hood of her down jacket further over her head. ‘If you’re thinking of the past, then don’t.’

How could she not?

Robyn the rebel.

Her old self felt unfamiliar now. It was like looking at an old photo and not recognising yourself. Who was that woman?

‘I can’t believe she’s coming here. She was three years old when I last saw her.’

Her niece. Her sister’s child.

She remembered a small, smiling cherub with rosy cheeks and curly blonde hair. She remembered innocence and acceptance and the fleeting hope of a fresh start, before Robyn had ruined it, the way she’d ruined everything back then. It had been a compulsion, a reckless determination to test the boundaries and see how far she could go. Was family love unconditional?

Turned out it wasn’t, and she’d gone too far. Her sister had forbidden her to ever make contact again. Stay away from me. There had been no room for Robyn in her sister’s perfect little family unit. Even now, so many years later, remembering that last encounter still made her feel shaky and sick. She tried to imagine the child as a woman. Was she like her mother? Whenever Robyn thought about her sister, her feelings became confused. Love. Hate. Envy. Irritation. She hadn’t known it was possible to feel every possible emotion within a single relationship. Elizabeth had been the golden girl. The perfect princess, and, for a little while at least, her best friend in the world.

Time had eased the pain from agony to ache.

All links had been broken, until that email had arrived.

‘Why did she get in touch now, after so long? She’s thirty. Grown.’

Part of her wanted to celebrate, but life had taught her to be cautious and she knew this wasn’t a simple reunion. What if her niece was looking for answers? And what if she didn’t like what she heard?

Was this a second chance, or another emotional car crash?

‘You can ask her. Face to face,’ Erik said, ‘but I know you’re nervous.’

‘Yes.’ She had no secrets from him, although it had taken her a while to reach the point where she’d trusted their relationship not to snap. ‘She’s a stranger. The only living member of my family.’

Her sister was gone, killed instantly two years earlier while crossing the road. There was no fixing the past now. That door was closed.

Erik tightened his hold on her. ‘Your niece has a daughter, remember? That’s two family members. Three if you count her husband.’

Family. She’d had to learn to live without it.

She’d stayed away, as ordered. Made no contact. Rebuilt her life. Redesigned herself. Buried the past and travelled as far from her old life as she could. In the city she’d often felt trapped. Suffocated by the past. Here, in this snowy wilderness, with nature on her doorstep she felt free.

And then the past had landed in her inbox.


I’m Christy, your niece.



‘Was it a mistake to ask her here?’ It was the first time she’d invited the past into the present. ‘Apart from the fact we don’t know each other, do you think she’ll like this place?’ For her it had been love at first sight. The stillness. The swirl of blue-green colour in the sky, and the soft light that washed across the landscape at this time of year. As a photographer, the light was an endless source of fascination and inspiration. There were shades and tones she’d never seen anywhere else in the world. Midnight blue and bright jade. Icy pink and warm rose.

Some said the life up here was harsh and hard, but Robyn had known hard and this wasn’t it. Cold wasn’t just a measure of temperature, it was a feeling. And she’d been cold. The kind of cold that froze you inside and couldn’t be fixed with thermal layers and a down jacket.

And then there was warmth, of the kind she felt now with Erik.

‘Christmas in Lapland?’ He sounded amused. ‘How can she not like it? Particularly as she has a child. Where else can she play in the snow, feed reindeer and ride on a sled through the forest?’

Robyn gazed at the trees. It was true that this was paradise for a Christmas loving child, although that wasn’t the focus of the business. She had little experience of children and had never felt the desire to have her own. Her family was Erik. The dogs. The forest. The skies. This brilliant, brutal wilderness that felt more like home than any place she’d lived.

The main lodge had been handed down through generations of Erik’s family, but he’d expanded it to appeal to the upper end of the market. Their guests were usually discerning travellers seeking to escape. Adventurous types who appreciated luxury but were undaunted by the prospect of heading into the frozen forest or exploring the landscape on skis or snowshoes. Erik offered his services as a guide when needed and she, as a photographer, was on hand to coach people through the intricacies of capturing the aurora on camera. You couldn’t predict it, so she’d learned patience. She’d learned to wait until nature gave her what she was hoping for.

Through the snowy branches she could see the soft glow of lights from two of their cabins, nestled in the forest. They were five in total, each named after Arctic wildlife. Wolf, Reindeer, Elk, Lynx and Bear. Each cosy cabin had floor to ceiling windows that offered a breath-taking view of the forest and the sky. The Snow Spa had been her idea and proved a popular addition. The focus here was wellness, with an emphasis on the nature that surrounded them. She and her small team used local resources whenever they could. Guests were encouraged to leave phones and watches behind.

Erik was right. It was the perfect escape. The question she should have asked wasn’t will she like it here, but will she like me?

She felt a moment of panic. ‘The last time I saw Christy—well, it wasn’t good.’ The kitten incident. The memory of that visit was carved into her soul. Despite all her good intentions, it had gone badly wrong. ‘What age do children start remembering? Will she remember what happened?’ She hoped not. Even now, so many years later, she could still remember the last words her sister had spoken to her.

You ruin everything. I don’t want you in my life.

Robyn pressed closer to Erik and felt his arms tighten.

‘It was a long time ago, Robyn. Ancient history.’

‘But people don’t forget history, do they?’ What had her sister told her daughter?

Robyn the rebel.

She wondered what her sister would say if she could see her now. Happy. Married to a man she loved. Living in one place. Earning a good living, although no doubt Elizabeth would see it as unconventional.

Christy, it seemed, was happily married and living an idyllic life in the country, as her mother had before her.

What would Elizabeth say if she knew her daughter was coming to visit?

Robyn gave a shiver and turned back towards the lodge.

Elizabeth wouldn’t have been happy and if she could have stopped it, she would have done so. She wouldn’t have wanted her sister to contaminate her daughter’s perfect life.






2

Christy

‘Living the dream, Christy, living the dream.’ Christy stuck a bucket under the leak in the downstairs bathroom and glanced at the spreading stain on the ceiling in despair. Sometimes it felt as if she was living in a sieve, not a cottage.

How was she going to tell Seb about this latest crisis? If one more thing goes wrong with this place…

Maybe she’d wait a few days before mentioning it. Or she could get it fixed without telling him. She still had a small amount of savings left from her mother’s estate.

She slumped against the wall and snuggled deeper into her thick sweater.

Christmas was usually her favourite time of year. Warmth, cosiness, the smell of the tree and festive baking. Tradition and togetherness. She’d thought the cottage would enhance those feelings. Instead it was promising to kill them.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. She’d wanted to create the perfect home for her family. She’d imagined pets, sunshine, apple orchards, fields of daisies, dreamy Christmases and a cottage so loved it was almost another family member.

She stared gloomily at the damp, feeling betrayed. If the house was a family member she’d be talking to lawyers. She’d had a plan for the day—twenty-two items neatly laid out in her notebook in priority order ready to be crossed through—oh how she loved that part-and so far she hadn’t put a line through a single one. The cottage refused to co-operate.

When she’d first laid eyes on the place on a sunny day in June, it had been love at first sight. She’d told herself that if only they could live here, she’d never complain about anything again.

Be careful what you wish for.

This was all her fault.

The cottage had been outside their budget and Seb had been resistant to the idea of stretching themselves financially, but she’d persuaded him that they could make it work. A few sacrifices would be nothing compared to the benefits. They’d spend Sundays exploring the leafy lanes and open fields. Holly could go to the village school and have friends back to play in the pretty garden. She’d be part of the local community. Maybe they’d even buy a puppy.

Turned out there was already enough local wildlife living in the place, without adding to it and as for the local community—

Her phone buzzed and she checked the number and groaned. Her finger hovered—reject the call, reject the call…

Good manners prevailed.

‘Alison! How lovely to hear from you.’ She flinched as another drop of icy water hit her head. ‘Yes, I know I promised to call, but-will I be at the village book group this week?’ Say no, Christy. Say that you loathe the books they choose, feel patronized by the people, and can’t bear to spend another evening sitting in a draughty church hall. ‘Yes. I’ll be there. Looking forward to it.’ Each lie eroded her self-esteem a little more. But she had to live in this place. The locals were already suspicious of her. If she upset the village matriarch maybe the local store would refuse to sell her bread and milk. ‘Food? Yes, you can rely on me for a quiche… Vegetarian? No problem.’

She ended the call and closed her eyes.

‘You are pathetic, Christy. Pathetic.’

She had a feeling that the only way she was ever going to extricate herself from the torture of the local book group and the crushing boredom of the village fundraising committee was to move house. And maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea.

If headlines were to be believed, everyone wanted to move from the city to the country. If they put the place on the market in spring or summer, people would fall in love with the idea of living in this fairytale cottage, as she had. They wouldn’t discover the truth until they had the key in their hands.

‘Mummy!’ A shout came from the kitchen.

‘Coming!’ Christy pointed a finger at the ceiling. ‘Stay. If you fall in this close to Christmas, that’s it. I’m leaving you.’ And now she was losing it, talking to a house as if it was a person with a grudge against her.

She closed the door behind her and mentally drafted a sales pitch.

Beautiful country cottage for sale. Would suit a water loving, draught loving family with an interest in local wildlife (mice, bats, rats and the occasional squirrel) and money to burn. Must enjoy boring books and judgmental locals.

‘Mummy!’ The shout was louder this time and Christy hurried back to the kitchen. ‘Oh my—Holly, what have you done?’

‘I’ve done you a painting.’ Holly flourished the paper with pride and Christy gave a weak smile.

‘Most of it seems to be in your hair and on your face.’

‘I don’t mind.’

‘I know.’ There were days when she wondered if Holly was really her child. At the same age she’d loved wearing dresses and staying clean. Holly was never happier than when she was climbing a tree or digging in the dirt for worms.

‘How many sleeps until Christmas?’ Paintbrush still in hand, Holly bounced in her chair, scattering blobs of colour across the surface of the table. ‘Can we go to Lapland today?’

‘Not today. Seven sleeps until we travel. Fourteen sleeps until Christmas.’ Christy reached for a cloth and wiped up the mess. Outside rain lashed at the window. Their little garden, so pretty in the summer months, had turned into a droopy mess. ‘Don’t wave the brush, honey.’

She checked the forecast on her phone, her spirits plummeting when she saw the amount of rain in her future. It was impossible not to anticipate the next disaster the cottage would throw at her. Yet another leak. More damp.

‘I want to go to Lapland. I want to see the snow and lights.’

Christy wanted that, too. Christmas here should have been romantic and gorgeously festive, but no matter how many decorations she added to the tree, or how many fairy lights she hung, it didn’t change the fact that all she wanted to do with the cottage right now was escape from it. Lapland would give them a Christmas to remember, which was why she’d delved into precious savings to pay for it.

‘Snow will be fun.’

Christy was excited about more than snow. She was finally going to meet her mystery aunt. Her only living relative. Robyn and her husband owned an upmarket retreat for intrepid travellers. The Snow Spa. How cool was that?

Christy grinned. Very cool, literally.

And visiting her rebel aunt probably came under the heading of intrepid.

Part of her felt disloyal, as if she was betraying her mother’s memory by reaching out to Robyn. But that was ridiculous. She was an adult. Her mother was gone. This was Christy’s decision.

What exactly had her aunt done to cause such a major falling out? Christy didn’t know, but she felt a pang of empathy. Living up to her mother’s impossibly high standards wasn’t easy, as she knew only too well.

You’re pregnant, Christy? You’ve only known the man for a matter of weeks! How could you be so careless? This is the worst mistake you have ever made.

Of course her mother had come around eventually once she’d met her granddaughter, but that faint cloud of disappointment had always hovered.

‘Six o’clock. Time for bath.’ She gently removed the brush from her daughter’s grip. Holly was the best thing that had happened to her, not the worst. Unplanned did not mean unwanted. And she couldn’t, wouldn’t, think of her as a mistake.

‘Will Santa be there? Can we see him?’

‘I hope so. We’re going to try.’ She wasn’t exactly sure whether that type of commercial experience was available near her aunt’s home. Was Santa interested in a Snow Spa? Did he indulge in the occasional cold plunge? Sauna? Either way, she knew Holly would have a wonderful time. She’d taken a look at the website for her aunt’s business, and the forest cabins looked idyllic. ‘Santa has a very busy job.’

‘Like Daddy.’

‘Like Daddy.’ Christy checked the time. Seb had messaged her to say he’d be late home. It was the third time that week. Four times the week before.

When Christy had pictured their life in the country, she’d assumed Seb would continue to work remotely, but changes in his office meant he was no longer able to work from home. He was more stressed than usual, and Christy couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.

Did he hate the cottage? Hate living in the country?

Lately she’d been waking up in the night wondering if this whole thing had been a mistake. Living here didn’t feel the way she’d thought it would feel.

It wasn’t just the cottage, or the money. She was lonely, although that wasn’t something she’d admitted to anyone. After trying so hard to persuade Seb to move here, how could she admit that she missed busy London streets and coffee shops? She missed bustle and noise, and the undemanding company of strangers. She missed living in a warm apartment.

The cottage had seemed idyllic to begin with, but then they’d experienced their first winter. After a heavy rainstorm it became clear that the roof needed replacing. The boiler stuttered to a halt, and there was damp in one corner of the kitchen. They’d moved just before Christmas and had spent the festive season shivering and trying hard to be up-beat for Holly’s sake. It had been an exhausting experience, which was another reason Christy had booked Lapland. She didn’t want another Christmas like the last one.

She sighed and finished straightening the kitchen.

She’d made a choice and now she had to live with it.

Where was Seb? How was she supposed to produce a delicious meal when she had no idea what time he was arriving home? It was a planning nightmare.

Oblivious to her mother’s anxiety Holly rubbed her face, spreading paint. ‘Santa has help from the Elves.’

‘He does.’ She needed help from the elves, preferably elves with building experience who could fix a leaking roof.

She moved her laptop from the kitchen table so that she could lay it for dinner.

As a freelance graphic designer she could work from anywhere, and she’d spent the morning working on a project for a client, keeping half an eye on her daughter and half on her work. As a result the house reflected the joyous mess of a free range child. She felt the pressure squeeze. She could hear her mother’s voice in her head even though she’d been gone for more than a year. One toy at a time. You need to be stricter with her, Christy. Teach her to respect rules. She’s a wild one.

Christy felt a rush of protectiveness. Her daughter was bold, inquisitive and adventurous and she didn’t want to crush that. She admired, and occasionally envied, her daughter. Had she ever been that fearless?

But she knew that what had really worried her mother was Holly’s resemblance to Robyn.

All her life her Aunt Robyn had been held over her as a warning of what could happen if discipline was not enforced.

Christy had never been sure what Robyn had done, and whenever she’d asked the question, her mother’s response had either been don’t mention that name in this house or you don’t want to know.

Did Christy want to know? She wasn’t sure. All she knew was that it felt wrong having a family member alive and not at least making an effort to be in touch.

Even if she didn’t feel a bond with her aunt, she’d have ten whole days where she wouldn’t have to think about her leaky cottage. Ten whole days of quality time with her family. And Alix, of course. The thought of spending time with her oldest friend lifted her spirits. Alix was the sister she’d never had. It was weird to think they’d spent more Christmases together than she had with Seb and Holly.

‘I’ve painted a forest for you.’ Deprived of a brush, Holly splodged green paint onto the paper with her finger.

‘It’s beautiful.’ She scooped her daughter up, carried her to the sink and washed the paint from her hands before the ‘forest’ transferred itself to her kitchen walls. ‘Show me Lapland on the map.’

Holly wriggled from her arms, sprinted across the room and paused in front of the map that Seb had stuck to the wall, a look of concentration on her face.

Christy took advantage of the moment to quickly load the dishwasher.

‘Can you find it?’

‘It’s here. All along the top. The Arctic.’ Holly rose onto her toes and slid her paint-stained finger across the map. ‘But we’re staying-here.’ She stabbed her finger into the north of Sweden and gave her mother an excited smile.

She had her father’s blue eyes and dark eyelashes. It was, as Christy had discovered within minutes of meeting him, a killer combination. She’d fallen hard, as had plenty of women before her if his reputation was to be believed.

But she was the one he’d married.

Pride, love, delight—Christy felt all those things circle through her as she watched her daughter.

She regretted nothing. She wouldn’t put the clock back. She wouldn’t change a thing. Except the cottage. She’d change that in a New York minute, as Alix would say.

No sooner had she thought about her friend than the phone rang and her name popped up on the screen.

‘Alix!’

Holly immediately reached for the phone. ‘Aunty Alix!’

Technically Alix wasn’t an aunt, but as she and Christy were as close as sisters it had seemed an appropriate title.

‘I need to talk to her first.’ Christy held the phone out of reach. ‘You can say hello when I’ve finished.’ She scooped Holly up with her free arm and sat her back down at the table. As Seb was going to be late she had time to chat with her friend before straightening the house. ‘How’s New York?’

‘Cold.’ Alix’s voice was clear and strong. ‘It’s rare to have snow in December, but everything about the weather is messed up at the moment.

Christy thought about the leak in the bathroom. ‘Tell me about it.’

‘Is this a good time to talk? Am I disturbing you?’

‘No, it’s great to hear your voice. You haven’t called in a while.’ Should she confess that she missed the days when they’d messaged each other constantly? No, that would be unfair. Alix was busy, building a career. Christy pictured her now in Manhattan, dark hair pulled back, tailored dress, heels that would make most women wince to look at them, let alone wear. ‘I’m sure you’ve been really busy.’

‘That’s me—busy, busy. Work is crazy.’

‘I envy you your glamorous life.’ Christy carried on clearing up with one hand, her phone in the other.

‘Are you kidding? I envy you your idyllic country cottage.’

Idyllic? Christy shivered, and snuggled deeper into her sweater.

She resisted the temptation to confess the doubts she was having. She wasn’t ready to tell anyone that, not even Alix. Not after she made such a fuss about living here.

‘When is your event and what are you wearing?’

‘Event is tomorrow, and I don’t know what I’m wearing. Something black and serious. It’s work, right?’ She broke off and Christy heard the sound of car horns in the background.

‘It’s an awards dinner.’

‘Exactly. Work, but in posh clothing. I probably should have asked your advice. You’re the stylish one.’

Stylish? These days she chose her clothes for warmth and durability and tried not to think about all the dresses and shoes she no longer had a use for. Christy glanced down at her black yoga pants and noticed a small blob of paint. How did that get there? She was always so careful. ‘Don’t wear black. It’s boring, and not at all you.’

‘Good point. Maybe I’ll wear fancy dress. Talking of which, we have a fabulous range right now. Does my favourite four-year-old need anything new? There’s a great unicorn costume.’

‘You already sent her that.’ Christy switched on the fairy lights in the kitchen. Since she’d discovered that the soft glow from the fairy lights disguised the damp patches on the walls, she’d strung them everywhere. Holly assumed they were Christmas decorations and she was fine with that. But they wouldn’t be coming down in January. If her future had to be filled with thick sweaters and damp socks, it was also going to be filled with fairy lights. ‘There aren’t enough days in the week for her to wear what you’re sending. Where are you now?’

‘On my way to the hotel from the airport. Traffic on Fifth is a nightmare.’

Traffic on Fifth. People. Life. Atmosphere. ‘You sound like a local.’

‘This is my third trip in eight weeks. I’m starting to feel that way.’

Christy cleared up paints and tipped the water away. She wasn’t envious, she really wasn’t. She enjoyed her balance of work and motherhood, even if she did sometimes feel as if she compromised on both elements. This was the life she’d chosen, although it would have been nice to have her husband home and a house that didn’t leak. ‘Still makes me smile, thinking of you working for a global toy company.’

‘Why? Because I’m single and don’t have kids? This is a business, Christy. A cold, ruthless business. We might be selling toys, but there is nothing warm and fuzzy about this job. And I know more about toys than anyone. I know which toys are likely to make a child smile for five minutes, or five days. I know which toys are likely to break before the end of a day, which toys might persuade you it’s worth studying harder for exams, and which toy is so awesome it might even make a child forget that its parents don’t want it around—’ there was a moment of silence. ‘Did I really just say that? Don’t read too much into it. Jetlag is making me maudlin. Or maybe it’s this time of year. You know how messed up I am about Christmas.’ Alix’s light tone covered layers of emotion and memories. ‘My point is, I have plenty of personal experience of toys. Toys are currency, and no one knows their value better than I do.’

‘Sometimes they’re just a gesture of love.’ Christy felt a surge of compassion. ‘Have you heard from your parents?’

‘No, thank goodness. It’s not as if I’d want to spend Christmas with either of them anyway. Can you imagine it? Kill me now.’

Christy stowed the paints and brushes in a box, grateful for the love her parents had shown her and the example they’d set. She’d modelled her own family life on theirs, carrying across the routines and traditions from her own childhood.

She thought back to the nights Alix had stayed over at her house. There had been a lot of nights, and lots of childhood confessions. My parents don’t want me around. They never wanted me.

Christy pushed the art box into the cupboard. Her home might leak, but her daughter knew she was loved. ‘Remember all those times my mother told us off for talking until the early hours?’

‘And for making hot chocolate at two in the mornings.’

‘And dropping biscuit crumbs inside the bed.’

Christy leaned against the cupboard, her mind in the past. ‘We were always making plans. And look at us.’

Alix gave a quick laugh. ‘I wanted to climb the corporate ladder, and you wanted a husband, a child, and a cottage in the country. Looks like we both got what we wanted.’

Christy stared at the rain hammering the window. ‘Yes.’ But what if what you’d wanted, didn’t turn out so great after all? What then? ‘Are you happy with your life?’

‘Of course. What sort of a question is that?’

‘You don’t ever feel lonely?’

‘Are you kidding? I’m with people all day, and even when I’m not with them physically they’re calling me.’

Christy waited for Alix to bounce the question back to her, but she didn’t.

‘You don’t regret anything?’

‘What would I regret? Are you asking me if I want to get married, have children and move to the country? We both know that’s not for me. I don’t want the responsibility. I mean—get it wrong, and a child is messed up forever. If you need evidence for that, look at me.’

Christy felt an ache in her chest. ‘You’re not messed up. And you wouldn’t get it wrong.’

‘Ah, but you don’t know that. Anyway, I love being in the fast lane. I love the whole crazy rush of it.’ And Alix was moving so quickly everything around her was a blur, including Christy.

There were things she wanted to say, but didn’t feel able to say them.

Why was it suddenly so hard to share her innermost secrets with her friend?

‘I keep telling you that adrenaline isn’t one of the main food groups.’

‘It’s my favourite type of fuel, except possibly for chocolate. By the way, did I mention that the singing reindeer with a glow in the dark nose that I sent our girl is going to be the toy for Christmas. She’ll be the most popular child in the village.’

Toys are currency.

Christy poured Holly a cup of milk. ‘I’ve hidden it away ready for you-know-when.’

Holly’s head whipped round. ‘Are you talking about Christmas?’

Alix laughed. ‘I heard that. She’s so smart. Just give it to her. I’ve bought her something else for the big day. It’s a junior science kit—not even launched yet. She’s going to love it. I tell you that girl is going to save the world.’

‘Alix, she’s not even five years old. You have to stop buying her things.’

‘Why? I want every one of her Christmases to be perfect. She is the most important person in my life, apart from you of course, and I assume you don’t want a reindeer with a glow in the dark nose. Who else am I going to send toys to? I should go—I have to call Tokyo.’

Tokyo.

Christy felt a pang of envy. So far today she’d called the plumber and the dentist. She wouldn’t even know how to call Tokyo. ‘Isn’t it the middle of the night there?’

‘Yes. But business never sleeps.’

‘Right. Well promise me you won’t wear boring black to that glittering awards dinner tomorrow night.’ She picked up a cleaning cloth and wandered into the hallway.

‘That’s all I packed.’

Christy swiped her cloth over the table. ‘You’re staying on Fifth Avenue, Alix. Find something glamorous.’ It had been so long since she’d bought something new to wear. What was the point? Occasionally she and Seb booked a babysitter and walked to the local pub, but it wasn’t like their previous apartment where they were five steps from every type of restaurant. And lately he’d been too tired to go out. And then there was the money. She’d given up her job in an agency when Holly was born, and now specialised in building websites for small businesses. It was more flexible and less demanding—it also paid less.

Alix was still talking. ‘Did you hear any more from your aunt? You didn’t discover the deep dark family secret?’

‘No.’ Christy wandered into Seb’s study so that Holly couldn’t listen in. ‘I decided that conversation was better had in person.’ She’d rather avoid it altogether, but there wasn’t much hope of that. What if it was something truly awful? What if it was difficult to hear? She removed a dead plant from his desk and glanced out of the window into the darkness. Rain slid down the windows. ‘The weather is horrible here. I hope Seb will be okay. The driving will be bad.’

‘He isn’t home?’

‘Working late.’ The moment she said it, she wished she hadn’t. Alix missed nothing.

There was a pause, and then the predictable question. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Of course.’ There had been a time when Christy had shared everything with Alix, but that had changed the day she’d married Seb. It was the only time in their long friendship that she and Alix had been on opposite sides of an argument.

Don’t do it, Christy. Don’t marry him. How well do you really know him? He’s a player. Not the kind of guy who settles for a life in the countryside with a wife, two kids and a dog. You’re making a mistake. It doesn’t matter that you’re pregnant.

Christy thought about that awful moment more often than she should. It wasn’t even as if they’d fought over it. Shaking and upset, she’d simply told Alix that she was wrong, and that she was happy with her decision. She’d told herself that Alix had been looking out for her, that that her concern had been driven by her own less than perfect home life, but the words had settled deep in her, like scar tissue.

They hadn’t talked about it again. When Alix had anxiously contacted her after the wedding to check things were okay between them Christy had reassured her that of course everything was fine. What was the point of resurrecting the conversation? What would that achieve? Nothing. It wasn’t as if they could undo what was done. Better to move on.

But it hadn’t been as easy to move on as she’d hoped. The words clanged along with her, like cans attached to the car of newlyweds.

When Alix came to stay, she found herself overdoing the ‘happy family’ routine. She made sure that everything was perfect and her smile huge. She was extra demonstrative towards Seb. Look how happy we are. Look how wrong you were.

She swiped her cloth over Seb’s desk and the top of his laptop, wishing she could just forget that entire verbal exchange. When she was younger it had never occurred to her that her friendship with Alix would one day change. When they’d lain in the dark in her bedroom, talking into the night about everything from boys to babies she’d thought to herself it’s always going to be this way. The discovery that an adult friendship came with complications had been an uncomfortable shock.

She picked up the wedding photo that Seb kept on his desk.

Staring at that photo, Christy felt a twinge of sadness. Unlike Holly, who mostly dreamed of being a scientist or an explorer, Christy had dreamed of weddings when she was little. Her wedding was meant to be the happiest day of her life but, as with so many things in her life, it hadn’t turned out the way she’d planned.

There she was, wearing a dress that had just about skimmed her growing bump, and there was Alix with Zac, Seb’s closest friend, posing either side of them like bookends, each wearing the obligatory smile for the camera.

It was Zac who had intervened when Alix had been trying so hard to stop the wedding. He’d propelled her from the room, less than impressed by her freely expressed conviction that the whole thing was a mistake.

What had happened when the two of them were alone together? Neither of them had spoken about it, but whatever it was had made Alix determined never to cross paths with Zac again.

Christy reached into the drawer for the screen cleaner and flipped open his laptop.

‘Have fun tomorrow night. Send photos. Can’t wait to see you next week.’ Their friendship might have changed, but it was still strong. They still had plenty of ways they could connect. They had no need to step into that single go no area.

Christy rubbed the screen with the cloth and it blazed to life. Seb must have forgotten to turn it off. She glanced at it idly, and then with more focus.

Her heart took off. She barely heard Alix’s voice.

‘Christy? Are you still there?’

She sat down hard on the office chair. ‘Yes.’ Her hand shook so badly she almost dropped the phone.

Had she misunderstood the email?

She read it again, trying to stay calm.


You’re the best, Mandy. What would I do without you?

I’ll meet you in Covent Garden at 6pm.

If there’s a problem, call my mobile. Don’t call me at home.



She felt as if someone had punched the air from her lungs.

Mandy? Who was Mandy? It could be innocent, but if so why wouldn’t he want the woman to call him at home? And why wouldn’t he just tell her? Why lie? What was he keeping from her?

He’d told her he was working late, but here was the evidence that he wasn’t. He was meeting another woman in Covent Garden and didn’t want her to know.

She imagined them laughing together in a trendy bar. Smiling at each other in a restaurant.

Panic rose inside her. There had to be an explanation. He wouldn’t do this to her.

Would he? She kept hearing Alix’s voice in her head. How well do you really know him?

Her hands and legs were shaking. What now?

She couldn’t admit she’d been looking at his laptop. It was a betrayal of trust. On the other hand he was betraying her trust, wasn’t he? She hadn’t even had to click to see the email. He hadn’t tried to hide it or delete it.

Her chest felt tight. What did this mean? Was he unhappy? Was this her fault for making them move so far out of London? She should ask him. But she didn’t want to ask him. She didn’t want this to be happening,

‘Christy?’

She’d forgotten Alix was on the phone. She needed to get rid of her. Even if she could talk about it with her friend, which she couldn’t, Alix’s way of dealing with things was different to hers. For a start, Alix didn’t avoid difficult situations. If she wanted to know something, she asked. If someone annoyed her she said you annoyed me. Which was why, before the wedding, she’d said you’re making a mistake. Someone else might have said do you think, or is it possible that—but not Alix.

Christy handled things differently.

‘Sorry, you rang in busy hour.’ She managed to inject just the right amount of fake breeziness into her voice. ‘I’m cleaning up more paint than you’ve seen in your life. Have fun at your event. Talk soon.’

She ended the call and walked blindly back into the kitchen, barely hearing Holly when she protested that she’d wanted to talk to ‘Aunty Alix’.

She had to keep busy. Yes, that was the answer.

She switched on the oven to reheat the casserole she’d made earlier. Then she finished stacking the dishwasher. Her hands were shaking so badly one of the plates slipped from her fingers and crashed on the floor, scattering shards of china across the tiles.

Holly screamed and jumped on the chair.

Christy found herself thinking that at least it gave her something to clear up. Another job to fill those yawning gaps where stress and anxiety tried to take hold.

‘It’s okay. Stay calm. Don’t move. I’ll clear it up.’ She was talking to herself as much as her daughter.

She took a breath and tipped the broken pieces of china into the bin.

‘Mummy? Why are you crying?’

Was she crying? She pressed her palm to her cheek and felt dampness. She was crying. ‘Mummy’s a little sniffy, that’s all.’ She blew her nose. ‘Maybe I’m getting a cold.’

Holly scrambled from the chair and wrapped her arms around Christy’s legs. ‘Kisses mend everything.’

‘That’s right.’ If only that was all it took. She scooped up her daughter and hugged her tightly.

‘It will soon be Christmas.’

Christmas. Family time.

Emotion clogged her throat and swelled in her chest. She couldn’t confront Seb before Christmas. No way. It would be better just to pretend everything was normal. She could do that. She was used to doing that.

‘Time for bed.’ She scooped Holly into her arms. ‘You’re getting too big to carry.’

‘I want to wait for Daddy. I want Daddy to kiss me goodnight.’

‘Daddy is going to be late tonight.’ She carried Holly upstairs, operating on automatic.

‘Will we see a reindeer in Lapland?’

‘I’m sure we’ll see a reindeer.’ She refused to allow emotion to intrude on this time with her child, but the effort required was so great that by the time she’d finished bathtime and read two stories, she was almost ready for bed herself.

She switched on the nightlight that sent a blue and green glow swirling across the ceiling.

When they’d first moved in Christy had suggested a princess bedroom like the one she’d had as a child, but Holly was fascinated by snow and ice and wanted her bedroom to look like a polar research station. When I grow up I’m going to be a scientist like Uncle Zac. Christy had tried not to be disappointed as her dream of floaty canopies, fairy lights and plenty of soft pink had been supplanted by steel grey for the ‘laboratory’ area, and a sleeping ‘shelf’. Seb and Zac had transformed the room over a weekend and Christy had painted snowfields and mountains on the wall opposite the bed.

It wasn’t what she would have chosen herself, but even she had to admit it was cosy.

She kissed her daughter, left the bedroom door ajar and headed downstairs.

The sick feeling had become a knot of tension.

She laid the table for dinner. Lit candles, then blew them out when there was still no sign of him an hour later. She turned off the oven.

She’d made the casserole earlier, while Holly had been watching half an hour of TV.

Her own mother had refused to have a television in the house. Christy’s childhood had been a roundabout of carefully curated learning. Violin lessons, piano lessons, ballet classes, riding lessons, art appreciation and Mandarin lessons. Her mother had insisted that every moment of her time should be spent productively. Flopping on the sofa was frowned upon, unless it was done with a book in hand. Tell me about the book, Christy, let’s discuss it.

Christy eyed the slim book that had been taking up space on the side table for weeks. The cover reminded her that it had won a major literary award, but each time Christy sat down to read it she never made it past the second chapter. She already knew the main character died. The people were horrible and they made horrible choices, which meant the ending could only be one thing-horrible. Why was it that books worthy of their book group were always depressing? What was good about a book that made you want to slit your own throat? She couldn’t bring herself to read it, which meant she’d have to read some reviews on the internet if she had any hope of sounding intelligent and engaged. What would I have done differently if I’d been in the same situation? Everything!

She glanced out of the window into the darkness.

Still no Seb.

By the time she finally heard the sound of his car in the drive the casserole was cold and congealed.

She smoothed her hair, closed her eyes briefly and took a deep breath.

She’d pretend nothing was wrong. It would be fine. And maybe she was imagining things anyway, and the whole thing would go away. There was probably a simple explanation.

By the time he opened the front door she was ready and waiting. She even managed a smile.

‘You’re so late. I was worried. Did your meetings overrun? You must be exhausted.’ She hovered, heart aching, mind racing.

‘Yes. Sorry.’ He hung up his coat. Kissed her briefly. ‘Freezing out there.’

‘Yes. They’re saying it might even snow. Can you believe that?’

Were they really talking about the weather? What had happened to them?

Her mood plummeted even further.

Seb followed her into the kitchen, forgot to duck and smacked his head on the low doorway.

‘Damn it—this house hates me. Why didn’t the guy who built it make the doors higher?’ He rubbed his forehead and glared at the doorway of the cottage.

‘They probably weren’t as tall as you.’ For once it felt as if she and the cottage were on the same side. She felt hurt, betrayed, and more than a little angry with him for proving Alix right.

‘I know I should have called you, but—’

‘I don’t expect you to call. I know how busy you are.’ She wanted to move away from the subject. ‘Do you want a drink? Wine?’

He hesitated. ‘Is there beer?’

‘Beer? I don’t—yes, I think so—’ she jerked open the fridge door so violently everything inside rattled. She’d chilled a sauvignon blanc, but he wanted beer. They always drank wine. Why did he suddenly want beer? Was it the influence of another woman? She rummaged past vegetables and two neatly stacked containers of food for Holly and found a bottle of beer left by Zac. ‘Here—’ She handed it to him and watched as he snapped off the top and drank, not even bothering with a glass.

‘Thanks.’ He lowered the bottle. ‘Holly asleep?’

‘Yes. She tried to stay awake for you.’

He pulled a face. ‘I hate missing story time.’

Does Mandy know you have a daughter waiting for you to kiss her goodnight?

‘Dinner is spoiled, but there’s soup in the fridge that I can heat up.’

‘No need.’ He yanked at his tie and undid his top button. ‘I grabbed something before I jumped on the train.’

Had he eaten with her? Candles? Laughter? Had they held hands?

‘There’s cheese in the fridge. Fresh grapes.’

‘Nothing thanks.’ He finished the beer and put the bottle down. ‘We need to talk, Christy.’

What? No! No, they didn’t. Not now. Not right before Christmas.

‘You must be tired, so I thought maybe we could light a fire and watch a movie, or—’

‘Christy.’ His voice was sharper. ‘There’s something I need to tell you.’

And she didn’t want to hear it. Not now. Maybe not ever. She hadn’t decided about that part.

‘There’s really no need to—’

‘There is a need. I know you hate talking about difficult things, but this can’t be avoided.’

Did she hate talking about difficult things? Yes, she did. But that was a perfectly valid way of coping, and if he knew that was her preference why then was he forcing her to confront something she’d probably rather ignore?

‘Seb—’

‘I need to talk. There is something I need to tell you. And you’re not going to like it.’

Her heart punched a hole in her ribs and her knees turned liquid. She wanted to stop him talking, but obviously he had no intention of doing that so all she could do was breathe and get through it.

‘What?’

He took a deep breath. ‘I can’t come with you to Lapland. At least, not immediately. Not when we planned.’ He stood still, his shoulders tense as he braced himself for her reaction. ‘There’s a meeting I have to attend on the Tuesday.’

‘A—meeting?’ That wasn’t what she’d expected him to say. She’d expected a confession about a woman. Bad choices. I made a mistake but I hope you’ll forgive me.

‘I know you’ll be disappointed. This is your dream trip. And it’s Christmas, and I know how you feel about Christmas.’

He knew how she felt about Christmas, but he was going to ruin it for her anyway.

‘Are you telling me you’re not coming to Lapland?’

‘I’m still coming, but a few days later. I’ll change my flight. You go on without me.’

Without him? This was a family holiday! A special trip Holly would hopefully remember happily for the rest of her life. How could that happen if her daddy wasn’t there? How could it be a family trip without Seb? Which part of that didn’t he understand?

Emotion clogged her throat. ‘You’re saying you have to ‘work’ at Christmas.’

‘Not over Christmas itself—but at the beginning of our trip, yes. And believe me I’m no happier about it than you are.’

She didn’t believe him. If he wasn’t happy, why was he doing it?

‘What is this meeting? You work with a team. Can’t you delegate?’

‘No. I’m the only one who can do this meeting. It’s tough out there, and I don’t have a choice.’ He didn’t look at her and that felt significant. He’d always been good with eye contact. It was one of the many things that had attracted her to him in the first place. He looked at her. He saw her.

But not now. He wasn’t looking at her. He wasn’t coming to Lapland with them. Apparently he had no choice.

There was always a choice.

Work? Did he really expect her to believe that? He was good at his job, that she believed. He’d been promoted several times. But no one was indispensable. And if it was work, then who was Mandy and why was he lying about meeting her?

Panic froze her ability to think. Alix’s warning kept playing on a loop in her head and she could no longer switch it off.

How well do you really know him? He’s a player.

Was that true? Had Alix been right?

And what did she do now?

Did she fly to Lapland without him and hope that whatever it was fixed itself in her absence, or did they disappoint Holly, stay home and confront the problem?

Either way it seemed Christmas was ruined.
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Alix

Was she happy with her life? What sort of a question was that? And why had Christy asked it?

She loved her life. She loved her apartment in London, with its views over the river. She loved the fact that she had her huge, comfy bed, all to herself. She didn’t sleep on one side, waiting for someone to fill the other side. She slept in the middle. If she wanted to read in the middle of the night, she turned the light on. Her fridge was full of her favourite food, her shelves stocked with her favourite books. Most of all she loved her job-every glorious, challenging, frustrating, stimulating minute of it. Lonely? Chance would be a fine thing.

Alix stood in front of the mirror in the luxurious hotel bathroom and carefully applied her make up.

She particularly loved her job right now, when she had a few minutes to reflect on the success of the Christmas advertising campaign she’d spearheaded the year before. She’d even made her boss smile, and that had only happened twice in the whole time she’d been VP of marketing for Dream Toys.

She’d spent the whole day at Head Office on Broadway, listening to presentation after presentation, drinking endless cups of bad coffee to keep herself awake. She’d spent twelve months working in the Manhattan office the previous year, so the place and the people were familiar. In that year she’d increased sales and shaken up the way they’d worked. She’d shifted the focus from more traditional marketing techniques to digital, adapting the strategy to ensure they reached a wider group of customers and stayed competitive. A significant amount of their business was now online and it was the work of Alix and her team that had helped drive those sales steadily upward. Her year had culminated in the launch of the campaign for the holiday season, a campaign that was the reason she was here now, heading to the awards dinner.

What a year they’d had. While many businesses were struggling, theirs were soaring thanks to careful curating of their range, and Alix’s skill at spotting a winner and making it top of the wish list for every child.

Campaign of the Year.

At work they called her the Queen of Christmas. They barrelled into her office, asking her questions about the holiday season, seeking her opinion. It made Alix laugh to think they considered her an expert on all things festive. She knew toys, but that was it. Everything she knew about the holiday itself she’d learned from watching and listening. She had no personal experience of a family Christmas. She didn’t know how it felt to gather together as a family to celebrate. She’d been shuttled between her parents like an unwanted Christmas gift. If you take her this year, I’ll have her next year. She was pretty sure if they could have sent her back for a refund, they would have done it.

Christmas had been a tense time for all until the year they’d both had to travel abroad for work and had asked Christy’s mother to take Alix.

In Christy’s warm, cosy home she’d experienced her first family Christmas, and the fact that it hadn’t been with her own family didn’t matter. She’d sat under their enormous tree and stared in wonder at the glittering ornaments. She’d helped in the kitchen, eaten at the table, played games and joined them on long winter walks. She’d even had her own stocking—red with a bow, and stuffed with thoughtful presents.

Christy’s mother, Elizabeth, had treated her like her own and only once did Alix overhear her talking about it.

That poor girl. Some people shouldn’t have children.

It was the first of many Christmases she’d spent with them. Thanks to that experience, she considered herself an expert on how to create the perfect Christmas for children.

She ignored the slightly hollow feeling inside her and pointed her mascara wand at the mirror.

‘You, Alix Carpenter, are a big fake. Let’s hope you’re never found out.’

She felt a wave of exhaustion.

Thank goodness for adrenaline and make up, and the promise of a vacation soon. She had two whole weeks off over Christmas. Two weeks to sleep late, ignore her phone, catch up on TV shows everyone talked about and she never had time to watch. And, most exciting of all, a whole week with Holly and Christy in Lapland.

How many times had they talked about Lapland as children?

It was a dream that had seeped into her work and the company had just launched an ‘arctic range’ at her suggestion. A remote controlled wolf, a board game for the whole family that involved racing around Lapland by ski, snow-mobile and sled. Meet a reindeer, go back five spaces. A nightlight that shone greeny blue aurora around the room. She’d already sent one to Holly.

Hopefully her trip would provide more inspiration for additions to the new range, but she didn’t mind if it didn’t. This was all about enjoying time with Holly and Christy. Could there be any better way to spend Christmas?

Seb would be there too, of course, but after a rocky beginning to their relationship they’d both moved on.

Whatever their differences, they had one big thing in common.

They both loved Christy.

Of all the challenges that friendship could bring, the one Alix hadn’t expected was that her closest friend would marry a man she didn’t like.

Alix frowned. No, that wasn’t that she didn’t like Seb. More that she didn’t trust him. She’d known him vaguely before Christy had met him. He’d frequented the same fashionable bar that she often went to after work where the crowd was the usual predictable mix of stressed city workers. They’d never been interested in each other, but she’d been aware of his reputation with women, so when he and Christy had been attracted like magnets the first time they’d met, she’d been concerned. Concern had turned to alarm when Christy had announced shortly after that she was pregnant and intended to marry him. What should have been a fun, casual evening, turned into forever.

But if rumour was correct, Seb Sullivan didn’t do forever.

And she’d felt guilty and more than a little responsible because Christy would never have met Seb if it hadn’t been for Alix.

She’d done everything she could to talk her friend out of it, which hadn’t exactly endeared her to Seb, or to Christy—or to the best man, although that was a whole other story-but at the time that hadn’t mattered. She’d been trying to save her friend from making a terrible mistake. What was friendship if it wasn’t looking out for someone you loved? Being straight about the things that mattered? Christy’s happiness mattered to her, but Christy had decided that happiness had meant marrying Seb.

Fortunately that little blip hadn’t damaged their friendship, and Alix knew nothing ever would. Their bond was unbreakable. A difference of opinion wasn’t going to change that.

And Alix had to admit that so far the marriage seemed to be working out. Seb was a good father and, as far as anyone could tell, good to Christy. Still, Alix had been surprised when when Christy had announced that they were moving to a cottage in a small village. She couldn’t imagine Seb spending his weekends going on muddy walks, or enjoying a pint in the local pub, but apparently she’d misjudged him because they’d been in the cottage for eighteen months and everything seemed to be going well.

Alix had never been happier to be wrong about something in her life.

Behind her hung the dress she’d bought that afternoon in a half hour break between meetings. It was silver, high in the neck, fitted from the waist down. Not black. Not business-like. But she had to admit that she loved it. It was even a little festive, and if you couldn’t sparkle in Manhattan in December, then when could you?

Sure that Christy would approve, she slid on the dress.

On impulse she snapped a selfie and typed a message to Christy. Followed your advice. New dress. I’m going to look like something that fell off a Christmas tree.

She paused before she sent it, weighing up whether she should or not. There had been a time when she never would have asked herself that question. She and Christy had messaged each other multiple times a day in an almost non-stop conversation, but that had changed when Christy had married Seb. Christy’s messages had become less frequent. And that was to be expected, of course. Her friend was married. Busy. But it had made Alix self-conscious about the messages she sent, too. How many was too many? Especially after her phone call. Was she intruding? Unsure, Alix had tried to scale back her contact.

She pressed send, feeling a little awkward at overthinking something so simple as messaging her friend over a dress. In all other parts of her life, including her work, she was decisive and confident.

Pathetic.

She picked up her purse, took one last glance at herself and headed out of the room.

She didn’t care much about the dinner or the ceremony, but she was looking forward to seeing other members of her team. She never forgot that this was a team effort, and she worked with good people.

Lonely? No way.

She was sliding into the car that had been booked for her when she realised Christy hadn’t replied. But with a five hour time difference, that probably wasn’t surprising. Her friend was probably already deeply asleep.

Remembering the conversation of the day before, she squashed down the flicker of concern. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong, but if that was the case then Christy would have told her. Maybe they didn’t share every single little thing that happened in their lives any more, or talk as often as they used to, but they still shared the big things.

She leaned back in her seat, enjoying the moment. Manhattan during the day was fun, interesting and exciting but at night it was spectacular.

She didn’t quite understand why, but every time she landed in this city she felt as if she’d made it.

She’d survived her ice cold, refrigerated childhood and built a life for herself. No one knew what lay behind her. No one cared.

Her phone beeped and she checked it, expecting Christy, and saw a message from her mother.

Won’t be back in London for Christmas, but money wired to your account. Fiona.

Alix stared at the message and then rolled her eyes.


Hi darling, have a great Christmas, love Mum.



Fat chance.

She imagined her mother’s assistant tentatively putting her head round the door of Fiona’s chaotic office. A reminder to send a gift to your daughter, Professor Carpenter. Her mother would have been irritated by the interruption.

She was relieved and a little proud that she felt nothing. There had been a time when a message like that would have punched a hole through her heart but she was made of tougher stuff now. She’d worked hard to achieve this level of emotional control. Feelings, strong feelings, were inconvenient at best, painful at worst, and she made a point of avoiding them. It made life so much easier, so much smoother, that frankly she didn’t understand why more people didn’t do it. Only last week she’d had to support her assistant through an emotional crisis when her boyfriend had ended the relationship. Alix had handed her a tissue, given her the rest of the day off and refrained from pointing out that if she just stayed single nothing like this would ever happen again.

‘We’re here, Ms Carpenter.’ The car purred to a halt outside one of New York’s finest hotels, and a uniformed man stepped forward to open the door.

Alix pushed a note into his hand and walked into the marble foyer.

A huge Christmas tree reached upwards, a stylish pyramid of silver and sparkle. Alix found herself thinking of the decorations Holly liked to hang on the tree. A misshapen reindeer she’d baked in the oven. A silver star with uneven points. In her opinion they held more appeal than the glittering symmetry of the ornaments adorning this tree.

Thinking about it brought a rush of warmth.

She was going to have a brilliant family Christmas, just not with her own family.

Her boss, Miles, was waiting for her, phone in hand.

‘You were right about that reindeer.’ He showed her the screen. ‘It’s selling so fast we can’t keep the stores stocked.’

It was typical of him to dive straight into work, and that was fine with her.

They walked together towards their tables in the ballroom, talking numbers and strategy.

The room was filling up fast and when they finally took their seats and the evening began, Alix finally treated herself to a sip of champagne.

She chatted to her colleagues, keeping the conversation light and neutral. When they asked about her plans for the holidays she told them she’d be spending it with friends in Lapland.

When one of them asked about her family she brushed the question aside, deflecting as she always did. It really didn’t bother her that her parents had no wish to spend Christmas with her, but it was hard to convince people of that so she preferred not to talk about it.

It would have been easy for her to hate Christmas, but thanks to Christy she loved it. Her friend’s generosity was something she never took for granted. Their friendship was the most important thing in the world to her. Now that, she thought as she took another sip of champagne, was the one relationship where she allowed her emotions to be engaged. She loved Christy like a sister, and Christy loved her back. Their lives had been intertwined since childhood and they knew every little detail about one another. She knew that Christy hated peanut butter and always slept with two pillows. She knew that she preferred baths to showers, that she never went to bed without first applying moisturizer, and that she threw her mascara away after exactly three months (she made a note in her diary.) She knew that Christy would always choose to eat a raw carrot over a bowl of ice cream, and that she’d only ever been blind drunk once in her life (vodka. Never again). She knew that Christy’s way of handling a difficult situation was to ignore it, and that the last thing she did before she went to bed at night was make a list of all the things she had to do the following day. And Christy knew her, too. Christy was the only one who knew Alix had lost her virginity to Charlie Harris, and that sometimes she liked to sleep with a light on. There was nothing they couldn’t say to each other and she knew nothing would ever damage their friendship. It had occurred to her, more than once, that what you needed most to help you navigate childhood and adolescence wasn’t good parents, but a great friend. It was the only relationship she’d ever let herself rely on. And of course there were times when she didn’t feel quite as close to Christy as she’d once done, but that was only to be expected given the change in their circumstances. Deep down they had a special bond and that would never change.

‘Wake up, Carpenter.’ Miles nudged her. ‘We won. Get up on that stage and make a speech.’

She heard the applause, saw images of their campaign flash across the giant screens, and walked with the rest of her team to collect the award.

As she returned to her seat, she felt her phone vibrate.

She sneaked a look and saw Christy’s name on the screen.

It was 3am in the morning in London. Christy was a big believer in the restorative powers of sleep, which was why she never had dark circles around her eyes like Alix. She would never call in the middle of the night unless it was an emergency.

‘Excuse me—’ with an apologetic smile to her colleague, Alix gracefully weaved her way through the tables and out of the hall into the foyer.

She found a quiet area and sat down on a plush sofa next to another dazzling Christmas tree. It was like being in a sparkling, festive forest.

‘Christy? Is everything okay?’ She asked the question even though she knew things couldn’t possibly be okay. ‘Hello?’ For a moment Alix wondered if her friend had ended the call, but then she heard a muffled sound.

‘Are you crying?’ She sat up straighter. Her friend was more emotional than she was, but she didn’t often cry. ‘Christy?’

‘I’m okay!’ Christy sniffed. ‘Am I disturbing you? Has the award thing finished?’

‘Yes. Boring anyway.’ Alix eased her feet out of her shoes and rubbed her sore heels with her fingers. ‘Tell me why you’re awake at this hour.’

‘I need a favour.’

‘A favour?’ Her heart leaped. It had been a long time since Christy had asked her for anything. And she hadn’t anticipated how hard that would be to handle. She’d gone from being at the centre of Christy’s life, to the margins. There had been times when she’d felt a little lost. She missed the friendship they’d had before Christy had married Seb. But now Christy needed her. ‘What favour? Name it.’ No matter what you need, I’m here for you.

There was a pause, as if Christy was struggling to get the words out. ‘I need you to take Holly to Lapland.’

‘We are taking Holly to Lapland.’

‘I mean you, not me. I can’t go right away.’

‘I—what?’ Of all the things she’d anticipated being asked, that wouldn’t have made the list. ‘But this is the dream trip. The perfect Christmas. You’ve been planning it for ages.’

‘I know. I’ll still be joining you. Just a few days later, that’s all. It’s fine.’ The waver in her voice suggested differently. ‘But I need you to look after Holly.’

Alix stared at the enormous Christmas tree in front of her, a suspicion forming. It was all very well being wanted and needed, but—’What’s happened? And where’s Seb in all this?’

‘He has a meeting he has to attend. A work thing.’ Christy stumbled over the words. ‘Disappointing, obviously, but one of those things. We’ll fly out together a few days later and join you.’

Work? Who blew off a long-planned trip to Lapland at Christmas to work?

She had to stop asking herself these questions. What did she know about relationships, anyway?

Alix watched as a glamorous woman swept through the lobby on the arm of a good looking man. He paused to kiss her and she laughed and kissed him back, oblivious as to who might be watching.

Alix looked away.

If Christy had been there, she would have rolled her eyes at her friend. You’re so unromantic, Alix.

Maybe she was, but being unromantic had protected her from emotional disaster. She’d never suffered what other people called ‘a broken heart’. In fact the last person she’d spent time with had questioned whether she even had a heart. Dating, in her opinion, wasn’t so different to recruitment. You drew up a job description and then looked for someone who was a good fit. Romance and passion were unpredictable and undefinable. Also unreliable. She wasn’t interested, but she knew Christy was. Christy was the original romantic and Seb had to know that by now. She frowned. Did he know that? Of course he couldn’t possibly know Christy as well as she did, after all she’d had a twenty-year head start, but surely he knew that basic detail?

A colleague approached and she waved them away, indicating that she needed privacy. ‘It’s Christmas. Did he try telling his boss he’s taking his daughter on a dream trip to Lapland?’ What boss would override that? ‘Couldn’t he say no?’

‘Now you’re being judgy.’

Alix closed her eyes. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to be.’

‘He has to stay, so I’m going to stay with him. It will be good to have some adult time on our own, without Holly.’

But Christy had never left Holly for more than a few hours before.

There was something her friend wasn’t telling her. What? And, more importantly, why? Maybe they didn’t spend as much time talking as they used to, but they didn’t have secrets. Did they?

‘Talk to me, Christy. What’s wrong really? Tell me.’

‘There’s nothing to talk about. And I have told you.’

Alix felt a flicker of unease. There was only one reason she could think of that Christy wouldn’t be straight with her. Her marriage. Could she ask? No, definitely not. Not after the last time. Christy had forgiven her for interfering that time, but she might not do so again.

‘Tell me how I can help.’ Talk to me. I’m your best friend.

Christy was probably waiting to see her in person to confide in her. Some things weren’t easy to talk about over the phone.

‘Just say you’ll take Holly for me. You were going anyway, so the only change for you is that you’ll have sole charge of her.

Sole charge?

The focus of Alix’s anxiety shifted. She adored Holly. As far as Alix was concerned, she was an extension of Christy. She couldn’t love the child more if she was her own. But look after her alone? That didn’t fit within her skill set. What if she cried? Missed her parents? What if she was unhappy and Alex messed it up? What if it turned into a Christmas she’d never forget for all the wrong reasons?

Christy might have forgiven Alix’s frankness before the wedding, but she definitely wouldn’t forgive anything happening to her child.

‘We both know I’m not the best person for this.’

‘You’re the perfect person. She loves you.’

But what would happen to that love if Alix mishandled the situation? ‘What if she has a horrible time? What if she is emotionally scarred?’

‘I’m asking you to take her to a winter wonderland for a few days—not raise her alone.’

‘But I don’t know how to do the whole cosy family Christmas thing. That’s your domain. I just join in.’ Alix ran her hand over the back of her neck. It was cold outside. How could it be so hot in this building? ‘This isn’t exactly babysitting for an evening. There’s the journey, for a start. And we’d be a long way from you.’ The more she thought about it, the more the idea terrified her. ‘What if Holly misses you and has a tantrum?’

‘She hasn’t had a tantrum since she was two, and hardly ever then. She’s very even tempered, you know that. Happy. And she adores you.’

‘But you know how adventurous she is. She has no concept of danger. What if she climbs on something while I’m not looking and has an accident?’

‘She won’t, because you’ll be looking.’

She’d have to keep her eyes glued to the child.

‘What if she has a bad dream or something?’

‘You’ll be there.’

‘But she’d want you.’ Her heat was hammering against her chest. ‘There wouldn’t be any backup.’

‘You don’t need backup.’

Yes, she did. She couldn’t do this. She had to say no, for Holly’s sake. ‘Christy—’

‘She won’t be any trouble.’

‘Are you kidding? Your daughter can get into trouble in an empty room.’

‘True, but you know that so you’ll be watching her. She’ll be thrilled to have some ‘girl’ time with you, and I’ll join you a few days later. Please, Alix. I know I’m taking advantage of our friendship, but there’s no one else I can ask.’

Alix wanted their friendship to be about confidences and cosy chats. She didn’t want to have sole responsibility for a child.

Say no, say no, say no.

‘All right.’ She’d get through it somehow. If Holly cried, she’d use toys as a bribe. How many could she cram into her baggage? ‘If you’re sure.’

‘You’re the best.’

‘Better hold the praise until I return her alive and phobia free.’ Maybe she should buy a book on childcare. ‘What about Aunt Black Sheep? Have you told her?’

‘Not yet. I wanted to check you’re okay with the plan first.’

She was far from okay, but what choice did she have?

Alix ran the tips of her fingers over the silver waterfall of her dress.

She’d need a strategy, with every scenario mapped out. As well as toys, she’d have her laptop so they could watch movies. She knew her friend rarely resorted to that, but she wasn’t Christy. She didn’t want Holly looking back on this as the worst Christmas ever. She didn’t want to return her to her mother emotionally scarred.

She felt a gnawing anxiety. Their friendship had never required her to do something this challenging.

She opened a file on her phone and started making notes. ‘Right. What do you want me to do?’

‘You’re still flying back to London at the weekend? Come over to the house as planned next week. That way you can both travel together.’

‘She’s never been on a plane before.’ What if she lost Holly in the airport? What if she handed her passport over and turned to find the little girl gone? What if Holly had a meltdown and decided she never wanted to fly anywhere again?

‘Will you stop worrying? This whole trip is a dream come true for her.’

And that, Alix thought, was the problem.

She wasn’t the right person to be in charge of a child’s dreams. She was worried for Holly, but she was also worried for herself and Christy.

If she got it wrong, what would that mean for their friendship?




Enjoyed what you’ve read so far and want to read more? Click here to pre-order your copy of Sarah Morgan’s upcoming Christmas book, The Christmas Escape.

AND, if you can’t get enough of Sarah Morgan, make sure you’ve read her heart-warming and uplifting Christmas books, filled with lots of festive laughs and romance.

One More for Christmas

A Wedding in December
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WHO SAYS
YOU CANT CHOOSE
YORFAMLY?

When Flora falls in love with Jack, suddenly she’s not only handling a cranky
teenager, but she’s also living in the shadow of Jack’s perfect, immortalised
wife, Becca. Every summer, Becca and Jack would holiday with Becca's
oldest friends, a tradition Jack wants to continue. And so Flora joins them for
a summer in the beautiful Lake District, trying to live up to Becca'’s memory,
with Jack’s daughter looking on, and with Becca's best friends judging her
every move. But as the summer and its secrets unfold, she soon learns that
families come in all shapes and sizes...

JOYFUL, UPLIFTING
AND OVERFLOWING
WITH LOVE

Cathy Bramley
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his is one family Christimas™
none off them will ever forget!

In the snowy perfection of Aspen, the White family gathers for youngest
daughter Rosie’s whirlwind Christmas wedding. For the bride’s parents,
Maggie and Nick, their daughter’s marriage is a milestone they are
determined to celebrate wholeheartedly, but they are hiding a huge secret
of their own. Bride-to-be Rosie loves her fiancé but is having serious second
thoughts. Everyone has arrived - how can she tell them she’s not sure - but
might big sister Katie have guessed her secret fears? As the big day draws
near, with emotions running high, will there be a wedding in December?

‘SARAH MORGAN 1S BACK IN STYLE WITH A
PERFECT SNOW-FILLED READ

Woman & Home
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Dear Keadfer,

The story for The Summer Seekers came to me three years ago, which is
unusual for me. | work on one book at a time, and often don't know what
I'm writing next until I'm about to begin. But this story was different. The
character of Kathleen, a feisty octogenarian, came to me fully formed,

and | fell in love with her right away. It wasn't the right time to write that
story, so | scribbled some notes, and wrote a few pages, and then filed
them knowing I'd come back to them at some point in the future. But

even while | was writing other things, that story simmered away in my
head, waiting to be written. | knew | was going to have fun with it, and | did.

Kathleen has lived a full and interesting life with plenty of travel, but

her adventures have been curtailed through circumstances, but also to

a degree by society’s expectations of someone her age and the well-
meaning protective instincts of her daughter, Liza. Liza wants to keep her
mother safe. Kathleen wants to live life to the fulll | knew that if Kathleen
was to fulfil her dream of taking a major road trip across America, she'd
need to do it with someone who wasn't going to stifle her adventurous
spirit. Enter Martha, whose driving skills have never been her strongest
point, and whose world views couldn’t be more different from Kathleen's.
| loved writing the scenes between Kathleen and Martha and exploring
their developing friendship. Kathleen turned out to be quite a matchmaker,
and it's because of her that this book isn't just a story of friendship and
bravery, but also a romance.

After all those years of having the story in my head, it's exciting to be able
to finally share The Summer Seekers with readers. | hope you fall in love
with Kathleen, Liza and Martha as | did, and | hope the story inspires you
to pursue your own adventure, whatever that may be.

g [ove Sarah
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Gayle is a highly successful and motivated business woman, but her success

has come at a price - she hasn't spoken to her daughters, Ella and Samantha,

for years. But when Gayle has an accident at work, she realises she needs to
make amends with her family.

And so she invites herself to join Ella and Samantha for their Christmas in
the beautiful Scottish Highlands. The sisters are none too pleased that their
mother has inserted herself into their Christmas plans. They have each other

- and don't need their mother back in their lives. Or so they think...

As they embark on their first family Christmas together in years, will the
three women learn that sometimes facing up to a few home truths is all
you need to heal your heart?

‘A FEEL-GOOD FAMILY SAGA
WITH CHARACTERS THAT
LEAP OFF THE PAGE
— JUST PERFECTION'

| aura Jane Williams
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Nancy knows she hasn't been the best mother, but can she ever tell her
daughters the reason why? Sisters Lauren and Jenna vowed to keep a
devastating secret from their mother - but is it time to come clean? And will
it take a stranger to show Lauren’s teenage daughter the true meaning of
family? When life changes in an instant, the Stewart women discover that,
together, they can do anything.

‘SARAH MORGAN JUST GETS
BETTER AND BETTER -

Veronica Henry
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Pre-order your copy of The Christmas Escape today for your
chance to WIN a fabulous hamper full of Christmas treats!

Visit wwwWinThisChristmas.co.uk for details of how to enter.

Terms and conditions apply.
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Grace can't believe it when her husband of twenty-five years
announces he doesn't want to join her on their anniversary trip to
Paris - instead, he wants a divorce. Reeling from the shock, Grace

makes the bold decision to go on this holiday of a lifetime alone. s
Living in neighbouring apartments above the bookshop, Grace =
and Audrey form an unlikely friendship. They came to Paris to find 2
themselves, but finding each other might be the best thing that's j \"'

ever happened to them.

‘A COMPLETE JOY... FULL
OF WARMTH, HUMOUR

AND POIGNANCY
Cressida McLaughlin
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All Suzanne McBride wants for Christmas is her three daughters happy and
at home. But when sisters Posy, Hannah and Beth return to their family home
in the Scottish Highlands, old tensions and buried secrets start bubbling to
the surface. Suzanne is determined to create the perfect family Christmas,
but the McBrides must all address some home truths before they can
celebrate together...

DELIGHTFULLY FESTIVE, HEARTWARMING
AND THE BEST YET FROM SARAH MORGAN

Good Housekeeping
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