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You never forget your first love. 18 years ago, Olivia learned to live without Sean Kenyon.

She moved on, building a life with her husband Richmond and their two children in the picturesque town Kesterley-on-Sea.

But when Sean unexpectedly appears on Olivia’s doorstep, her world is turned upside down once more.

As old feelings resurface, and new truths come to light, Olivia finds herself questioning everything.

Is her husband really the person she thought he was?

The past and present collide, and Olivia must uncover the truth before it’s too late.

But if everyone is keeping secrets, how will she know who to trust?


About the Author

Susan Lewis is the bestselling author of thirty-eight novels. She is also the author of Just One More Day and One Day at a Time, the moving memoirs of her childhood in Bristol. She lives in Gloucestershire.

To find out more about Susan Lewis, visit her website www.susanlewis.com, or join in on www.facebook.com/SusanLewisBooks.

Susan is a supporter of the breast cancer charity Breast Cancer Care: www.breastcancercare.org.uk and of the childhood bereavement charity Winston’s Wish: www.winstonswish.org.uk


 

Also by Susan Lewis

Fiction

A Class Apart

Dance While You Can

Stolen Beginnings

Darkest Longings

Obsession

Vengeance

Summer Madness

Last Resort

Wildfire

Cruel Venus

Strange Allure

The Mill House

A French Affair

Missing

Out of the Shadows

Lost Innocence

The Choice

Forgotten

Stolen

No Turning Back

Losing You

The Truth About You

Never Say Goodbye

Too Close to Home

No Place to Hide

Books that run in sequence

Chasing Dreams

Taking Chances

No Child of Mine

Don’t Let Me Go

You Said Forever

Series featuring Detective Andee Lawrence

Behind Closed Doors

The Girl Who Came Back

The Moment She Left

Hiding in Plain Sight

Believe In Me

Series featuring Laurie Forbes and Elliott Russell

Silent Truths

Wicked Beauty

Intimate Strangers

The Hornbeam Tree

Memoirs

Just One More Day

One Day at a Time




[image: Title page for The Secret Keeper]



Chapter One


OLIVIA. I was sixteen when Sean Kenyon came into my life; he was twenty-two. I suppose it seemed quite a big age difference to some, but not to us. We knew right away that something special was happening between us, and even my parents were soon drawn into the magic of it.

The first time I saw him, my friend Andrea – we call her Andee – and I were walking along one of the jetties at the marina here in Kesterly. We’d just finished school for the summer and were due for our first sailing lesson with the new instructor everyone was talking about. We were excited, apprehensive, all the things you’d imagine of girls our age embarking on a new adventure. I’m sure I saw him first, but Andee says she did. It doesn’t matter; what I can tell you for certain is that suddenly there he was, leaping from the deck of a sailboat to land in front of us, all six foot two of him with the kind of aura, or presence, or just drop-dead good looks, that halted us in our tracks. His fair hair was thick, wind-mussed, and tangled around his neck; he was hard-muscled and tanned, and his face looked as though it had been carved by someone who adored him. I could give you all the usual clichés, such as he took my breath away, made my knees go weak, set my pulses racing, because I’m sure they all happened. Andee summed it up well when she whispered to me, ‘Wow, a real-life dreamboat.’

We found that funny of course, thought the play on words was clever, the way you do when you’re young and barely know the difference between corny and comedy.

Sean was from London, he told us, but he and his family travelled a lot, so it could be said that he was from everywhere. As he spoke his eyes were mainly on me. I could feel myself blushing, and was aware of how much Andee was enjoying the build-up of chemistry; I think she might have been even more aware of it than I was in those moments. She already had a boyfriend, Martin, who was in the same year as us, but I’d never been serious with anyone. I’d just had a couple of dates that had never led anywhere, mainly because I’d never met anyone who really interested me.

Sean went beyond that; he completely fascinated me, and every time I looked at him I felt myself lighting up inside. It wasn’t just the way he looked back at me, although that was something else, his deep, navy eyes seeming to speak in a way that made me blush and laugh and feel so reckless I could have done anything in the world, even fly. He had a way with him that seemed to draw everyone in. He wasn’t the least bit arrogant, which he could have been given how worldly he was, far more than the rest of us, that’s for sure. Nothing ever seemed to faze him, or if it did he found a way to get over it. His passion was sailing, so of course it soon became mine too.

We were inseparable that summer. As well as teaching me how to handle a boat, he showed me how to surf the way he did, and he got me waterskiing like a professional. He was learning to fly so Andee, her boyfriend Martin, and I went out to the airfield to watch him take off, loop the loop and land. We paraglided with him, dived from rocks, barbecued on the beach and sang songs together, with him and Martin playing their guitars. He turned me from a naïve, silly schoolgirl into a confident, determined young woman who couldn’t get enough of him or the world he told us so much about.

When the summer was over Andee, Martin and I took our places at the local sixth-form college, while Sean returned to London. His uni days behind him, he was now working his way up through his family’s business. I didn’t know much about it then, only that they were into large-scale construction projects from hotels to shopping malls, leisure centres, even marinas. Sean’s degree was in business management, and he was also studying company law, but I know he found being hands-on with his father and the managing partners far more exciting and educational. Even then he was as confident in his instincts as he was in his ability to land a deal. He thrived on the adrenalin of it all, and somehow made more friends than enemies, which seemed unusual for someone involved in big business, and of his age.

I was terrified he’d forget me as soon as he returned to London, but that’s not what happened. We were in touch every day, unless he was out of the country when he’d send postcards to make me smile – and of course to make me wish I was there. We hadn’t really got going with texts and emails at the time, all that came later.

He returned to Kesterly at Christmas and again at Easter, and again the following summer – actually there were two more summers – and the closer we became the more certain we were that we were made for each other. When I finished my studies there was no question of me going to uni then – I already had a place at St Martins, but I deferred for a year to go travelling with Sean. His father was all for it; he didn’t want Sean to become enslaved to the business the way he had been as a young man. He believed very strongly that Sean’s world experiences were going to count as much in his future as his academic accomplishments, and even his knowledge of the company. It was important, Philip always said, to know as much as you could about other cultures, to see them in action and understand them on a level that was both respectful and informative. His wife had felt the same way, he once told me, and after she’d died when Sean was only fourteen, Philip’s beliefs were reinforced. It was as if she was speaking to him passionately, he explained, wanting to make sure that no matter how successful he was, he didn’t forget to be human. She was a woman of much beauty and many qualities, he said, as well as a philanthropist and effective campaigner, for she recognised talents in people that others didn’t always see. It was his belief that Sean had the same innate gift for connecting with others and using it to everyone’s advantage.

I’m making him sound like a saint, aren’t I? He wasn’t, believe me, in fact he was far from it, but in spite of his many faults I always believed in the spirit that drove him.

So during the year after I left college we went travelling. We experienced so many places, some I’d barely even heard of before. We sailed and swam, climbed mountains, flew over deserts, camped in beach huts, and I came to see and understand the world in a way I never could have without him. On several occasions my parents flew to wherever we were to spend time with us – I remember how they loved Vietnam and Bora Bora, and how much they missed me, and loved Sean. I suppose you could say that they were already seeing him as the son they’d never had.

My memories of that time are all happy, and I know my dreams for the future were completely centred around him.

Then it came time for me to take up my place at St Martins.

Sean didn’t want me to go. He said I was having a far more valuable education getting to know the world with him. In many ways I couldn’t deny it; my horizons had expanded so much in the space of a year that I could hardly remember who I’d been before, or even what I really wanted from life. My home town seemed embarrassingly parochial and even London no longer appealed to me in the way it had before I’d started my gap year. But at the same time I felt I needed some grounding, to get a sense of perspective on who I was and what I wanted from life. It was around the same time that Sean’s father and the company partners decided to move into Australasia. It was going to provide, Philip said, the perfect opportunity for Sean to start proving himself, and Sean was all for it. There were so many opportunities Down Under, he insisted when he told me, and if I was still set on going to uni then why not in Sydney, or Melbourne, or Auckland? It didn’t have to be London.

I was tempted, of course; more than tempted, I even got excited enough to look into it, but I knew I could never settle anywhere that was so far from my parents. Travelling was one thing; not speaking to them for weeks on end was just about bearable since we’d already experienced that, but setting up a permanent home in a place that seemed so inaccessible back then, especially to them, was another altogether. I’m an only child, you see, and we’ve always been close. I’m sure they wouldn’t have stopped me; in fact I know they wouldn’t have, and maybe that was what made it so difficult. It would have broken their hearts to think of me starting a new life on the other side of the world, and they’d never have told me.

In the end Sean gave me an ultimatum. It was him or them – what he actually said was ‘London or Sydney’ – and because I was so furious with myself for not being able to choose I ended up telling him he should go without me.

So he did.

That shocked me I have to admit, although it shouldn’t have, because I knew him well enough by then to accept that he could be as stubborn as I could.

So he went to Sydney, I went to St Martins to study art and design and I …

Deep breath here to get us from that horrible parting to what happened next …

I’d been in London for about three months when I met Richmond. I wasn’t looking for anyone, it was the last thing on my mind, but then along he came and … Well, he was different to Sean in just about every way: looks, character, view of the world. He wasn’t quite as tall or as handsome, but he was definitely attractive in a physical sense. I guess in the early days it was my anger with Sean that drove me into a relationship with Richmond, a kind of rebound situation, if you like. Maybe I wanted to punish Sean for leaving me. I didn’t know if he had already met someone else, but even if he hadn’t I knew he would sooner or later, so why shouldn’t I?

One of the first things I noticed about Richmond was his sense of entitlement. He had an air of superiority about him that I detested, and I knew Sean would too, but at the same time it was strangely appealing. It’s odd, isn’t it, the things your psyche does to you for reasons you never understand.

Anyway, Richmond had already graduated by the time we were introduced by friends at a party. He was working at a brokerage firm in the City and was, as everyone kept telling me, the next big thing in high finance. Did that mean anything to me? Of course not. Did I even care? No, not really. I just liked being with him, partly because it helped me to stop thinking about Sean, and partly because we had a great social life together. I didn’t analyse our relationship much more than that, there was no reason to, and anyway, you don’t at that age, do you?

Richmond’s reasons for being with me? Well, I shouldn’t try to speak for him, because I’ve no idea what was going on his mind back then, and I certainly didn’t know what was going on in the background of his world. All I can tell you is that I believed he was falling for me, just as I was falling for him. Actually, I still have no reason to doubt that. We were good together, and so when I discovered I was pregnant around eight months into our relationship and he said he wanted to get married, I saw no reason not to.

Did I think about Sean during that time? Of course, I thought about him often, but I’d already heard through the grapevine that he’d found someone else and so I asked myself, what was the point of holding on to dreams that were never going to come true? I had new dreams now that perhaps weren’t as bold or exciting, but they had a sense of rightness and attainability about them that were as compelling as the baby kicks that were drawing me deeply into my new life.

Richmond hired a nanny who would help with the baby while I continued my studies. His family was quite well off – I guess you already know that – and I thought, at first, that his parents were fully supportive of our marriage. His father was, I never doubted that, but his mother … Well, she’s another story altogether.

Now would be the time to tell you that I’d never heard of Richmond’s previous girlfriend, Ana Petrov, before we got married. Neither he nor anyone else had ever mentioned her. When I did find out about her (at a party for Richmond’s father’s birthday, which she wasn’t at) I was shocked, and I admit intimidated. My predecessor was the daughter of a Russian billionaire who owned half of London. OK, that’s an exaggeration, but the man was seriously rich and seriously powerful in a way that made me uncomfortable just to look at him. And she, Ana, I saw from the photos Richmond’s mother showed me, was seriously beautiful. She was also insanely spoiled and weird, but of course I didn’t know that then. Her mother was Malayan, I think, which would account for her and Ana’s exotic looks. Richmond’s mother, who laid claim to some Slavic roots going back a few generations, was in total awe of the Petrov family, I discovered, and adored their only daughter.

Anyway, the first time I actually came across Ana was just after I had my son, Luke. My parents were coming to stay as often as they could at that time, but they had their own businesses to run back in Kesterly so it was never as often as they’d have liked. It was always a relief to have them there, because Richmond’s mother was so critical and dismissive of me. She adored the baby, I’ll give her that, but I could tell that she was never going to warm to me.

Luke was a few months old and we were living in an apartment in Holland Park when Ana’s crazy insinuation into our lives began. Apparently she’d been in New York since she and Richmond had broken up. She’d worked for her uncle, her father’s brother, but I’ve no idea what he did. I’m not entirely sure what any of them did apart from make enormous amounts of money. If she and Richmond had stayed in touch while she was gone I had no knowledge of it, but it wouldn’t surprise me now to learn that they had. At the time it would have upset me a lot to discover that he’d maintained contact with an old girlfriend and kept it a secret, especially when I was no longer in touch with Sean, but there was much more to come …

I didn’t think of Ana Petrov as a stalker at first, but after a while there was no other way to see it. You’d have thought someone in her position, with all her wealth and opportunities, would have found better things to do with her life, but no. She started turning up in places she had no reason to be, and she’d somehow make sure I saw her, but from a distance. There would be this creepy, supercilious sort of smile on her face as if she wanted me to think that she knew something I didn’t. It was the scariest time, especially when she started to leave things in our mailbox. At first they were letters addressed to me telling me I shouldn’t trust Richmond, that he was cheating on me, and that he intended to take the baby away from me. Richmond contacted her parents, asking them to step in and control her, but if they did speak to her, and I somehow doubt it, all it did was seem to make her worse. I can’t remember exactly when she began threatening to harm me, but I guess it was before the day she walked up to me in a café and in front of everyone slapped me in the face. ‘There’s more to come,’ she told me, hissing like a cat, and I’ll always remember the way she looked down at my son in his pushchair before she left.

I was already carrying our second child by then, and this really freaked me out. I was having a difficult pregnancy, too difficult for me to complete my final year at St Martins, and in a way I didn’t mind. I was so unnerved by Ana’s behaviour that I never wanted to let my son out of my sight. I was terrified she was going to try to snatch him, and of what she might do if she succeeded.

In the end things got so bad that her parents shipped her out of the country. It was either that, or a restraining order, and they weren’t going to tolerate anything so ignominious for their precious princess. I think they settled her somewhere in the Far East for a while, but I honestly don’t know for certain. Richmond’s mother stayed in touch with her, because she’d often drop her name into the conversation saying how well she was doing, or that she sent her love. Can you believe that? Richmond’s mother used to tell us that our stalker sent her love? That will give you some idea of the kind of woman she was – and still is.

Luke was nine years old, and his sister Sasha seven, when my father had a stroke and was unable to carry on running his business. He got better over time, you’d hardly know now that anything had happened, but back then everyone was beside themselves with worry. Richmond didn’t hesitate. His own father had passed away by then and his cousin whom he’d never got along with was running the Benting family law firm, so Richmond felt no obligation there. Besides, he’d started having difficulties with a couple of new partners at the brokerage firm he was managing, so it made perfect sense for us to leave London. He could help my father with his financial planning services, he said, and work on bringing in new business, while my father retained his oldest clients and moved his life into a slower lane.

Richmond found us our house in Kesterly’s Garden District, a few streets back from the seafront, and his mother followed us to the area so she could stay close to Richmond and her grandchildren, although she kept her house in London.

I should probably mention here that I saw Sean just after Sasha was born. He was in London and got in touch to ask if I wanted to meet. I could see no reason not to – what was the harm in catching up with an old friend?

I was shocked by the way my heart turned over when I first saw him. I hadn’t expected to feel so thrown, or so drawn to him. It was like small, hidden parts of me were suddenly finding the sun again. I realised it was the younger me reacting, the girl who’d been swept away by a teenage romance that had never really stood a chance of surviving. It had been a wonderful time, however, and we enjoyed laughing at our memories as they bloomed and faded and bloomed again, sometimes more brightly than ever. He didn’t tell me much about his life in Sydney, nor did I talk about mine with Richmond, but before I left he asked me if I was happy.

I assured him I was, and he said he was glad, but if I ever needed to get hold of him I knew how to find him. I thought it was an odd thing to say, but typical of his generous nature.

When I got home I dug out some old photos from our travels, and I was so absorbed in them that I didn’t hear Richmond come in. To my astonishment he was furious. He grabbed the photos and threatened to destroy them. I tried to get them back, but he pushed me out of the way. I fell against a chair, knocking my head, but he didn’t notice. He was already leaving the flat. I never saw the photos again, and I didn’t speak to him for a week, maybe longer. In the end he apologised and said he’d been wrong to do what he had, but he loved me so much that he couldn’t bear the idea of me even thinking about another man.

I forgave him, because I had to. We had two children who were already sensing the tension between us and where was I going to go with it? Nowhere that would improve our marriage that was for sure. We were battling a bit of a rough patch due to Richmond’s long hours and frequent spells away from home, and I could only remind myself that he was a wonderful father when he put his mind to it. And there was no doubt the children adored him.

There were plenty of moments, days, weeks, months, when I adored him too. He could be very charming, lots of fun and always generous, especially when he knew he’d been difficult, or overly critical, or even neglectful. He worked hard, and as I mentioned just now, things weren’t going well at the brokerage firm, so he was under a lot of stress. When we moved to Kesterly he threw himself completely into Penn Financial, determined to make an even bigger success of it than my father had. Within a year he’d opened a small office in London, and it wasn’t unusual for him to spend two or three days a week there.

So, fast-forwarding over all the usual challenges of an eighteen-year marriage, and there were plenty, believe me, we get to a few weeks ago when I first discovered that Sean Kenyon was in Kesterly. He hadn’t been in touch to say he was coming; in fact I hadn’t heard from him since the time we’d met just after Sasha was born, and she’s now sixteen. I will admit that there had been times when I’d felt like contacting him, usually after a row with Richmond, but he was an entire world away with a doubtless full and demanding life of his own. Besides, I was hardly his problem, and I certainly didn’t want to create any more for myself. Richmond was never physically violent, but his temper had grown increasingly unpredictable over the years and I usually – not always – went out of my way to avoid provoking it.

The coincidence of Ana Petrov also coming back into our lives at that time was … surprising? Curious? I’m more inclined to say unsettling. Yes, it was definitely unsettling, because anything to do with that woman set me on edge. It was only later that I discovered there was a connection to her and Sean turning up at the same time.



As she finished speaking Olivia’s eyes drifted to the clouds gathering outside the window, noting the darkness of their centre, the belligerence of their intent – and the brilliant borders of sunlight encompassing them in a steely grip. It seemed symbolic in a way that made her restless and uneasy.

After a while she sighed gently and turned back to the two people who were there to interview, interrogate, her: a casually dressed woman in her early thirties, and a solemn-faced man of around the same age. They didn’t look judgemental; there was nothing in either of their expressions to tell her what they might be thinking, but she could see they were hoping to capture more for the recording device on the table between them.

Of course they were interested to know more. So far she’d only given them a brief background on the main players in the events that had brought them here. They couldn’t do their jobs without a full account of what had happened during the two years since Sean Kenyon and Ana Petrov had emerged from the shadows of the past to change everything.

It wasn’t only Olivia’s story to tell, others would have their say as well, but it was right that she should start it. Maybe she’d have the final words too, but that would depend on the two people sitting across from her now, patiently waiting for her to continue.

She could see no point in holding anything back, so she wouldn’t; she just wished that while telling the story she could alter the truth in a way that would avoid the terrible, life-shattering outcome it led to.


Chapter Two

Two Years Earlier

The house should have been deserted. It wasn’t time for anyone to be at home yet, but as Olivia Benting pushed open the front door of the Folly – a quirky, stone and red-brick town house designed by an eighteenth-century eccentric who’d wanted his own creation to stand out amongst the traditional Georgian facades either side of it – a sixth sense seemed to be telling her that she wasn’t alone. She checked her watch. Ten past four. Sasha, her sixteen-year-old tornado, had said she’d be back around six at the latest; Luke, her eighteen-year-old superhero was – well, she wasn’t entirely sure where he was, but with any luck an email was waiting to enlighten her – and Richmond, her husband, was at the London office today.

Deciding it had to be Sasha, back early, she allowed a heavy bag to slide from her shoulder and land with a thump on the marble floor. Making a quick check of the mail piled on the hall table, she called out, ‘Sasha! Are you home already?’

Her voice echoed around the smooth white walls of the double-storey entrance hall and up over the welcoming central staircase, whose black wrought-iron banisters and low-rise steps fishtailed on the upper level to surround the mezzanine landing. Above the front door was a circular stained-glass window currently turning the rays of a warm July sun into a cascade of rainbow blades in the mote-specked air.

She glanced up, while thumbing open an official-looking envelope. No sounds coming from the first-floor bedrooms – the master, Luke’s den and a guest suite, all of which opened off the mezzanine, while Sasha’s personal space was on the top floor, next to Olivia’s studio. If Sasha was at home her shoes would have been discarded inside the door, and music would be blaring, or she’d be banging about the kitchen …

Olivia started towards the three partially open doors to the left of the hall. The first led into the TV room. It was empty, untidy and presumably half dusted, since Mrs Kelly’s stepladder, with a can of Mr Sheen and a yellow rag on the top, had apparently been abandoned mid-task. Since Mrs Kelly often took off at the ping of a text from a disabled husband Olivia wasn’t surprised by the clutter, and thinking no more of it she moved on to the second door.

‘Are you in here, darling?’ she said, stepping into Richmond’s study. She called him darling when she wanted to be friendly, and it usually worked. Friendly was a sensible place to start when they hadn’t seen each other for a couple of days, much better than kicking off with fractiousness or suspicion or downright disappointment. It wasn’t often she felt the latter, but it happened, for both of them, more now than it used to and she knew she was as much to blame as he was. However, they could just as easily be pleased to see one another and eager to share some news, fall into an embrace, or get ready for a social event. What could dismay, or even depress her instantly, was the appearance of a deep line etched between his brows, a warning that something had gone wrong at the office, that his day was disappearing fast up the creek, and his temper was close behind. No point trying to connect with him then; best to wait it out and hope that whatever was causing the stress would somehow right itself and set the reasonable, easy-going him free to relax, or at least stop worrying.

The computer was off in his study, the desk was tidy, and there was definitely no one there, so she returned to the hall and looked at the third door. Behind it was the staircase to the cellar and wine store.

Certain no one would be down there, she stood quietly listening, trying to catch the sound of someone moving, or speaking, or girlish shrieks muffled by Sasha’s closed bedroom door.

Everything was silent and still, apart from the muted beat of her heart and the faint sound of a car passing outside. She looked at the answerphone and saw, to her surprise, that there was a message. Almost no one called the landline these days.

She pushed the playback button, and waited. It was the roofer she’d contacted a few days ago to come and inspect some broken tiles. As she listened to his lengthy message her gaze wandered to the other side of the hall where the drawing- and dining-room doors were closed, as usual, then on through the ornate archway opposite the front door where she could see into the sizeable and spectacular kitchen, and out to the garden beyond. A jingle on her mobile signalled an incoming text. It was from a friend saying she was glad Olivia was feeling better, but perhaps it was still too soon to be thinking of playing doubles just yet.

Swallowing her disappointment, Olivia wondered if that meant Sandie had found another partner who played better, and wanted to keep her. It made Olivia feel annoyed and frustrated, but she could hardly blame Sandie for moving on. She’d probably have done the same if the roles were reversed, but didn’t Sandie realise how eager Olivia was to try and get back into the swing of things?

Saving the roofer’s message, she spent a few moments texting Sandie back, watched over by the portrait of herself that Richmond had commissioned several years ago. She’d objected strongly when he’d insisted on hanging it here, in the hall; she was almost nude, it was far too intimate for public display, she’d argued, why couldn’t he hang it somewhere a little more discreet, such as in his study, or in their bedroom?

‘Because no one will see it there,’ he’d pointed out, ‘and I want everyone to see how beautiful you are.’

She looked like Bardot, according to him, and she remembered how thrilled and flattered, even awed, she’d felt when she’d first seen the painting. It did make her look a bit like the famous movie star. However, the children hadn’t been thrilled about having such a moody image of their mother greeting them every time they came in the door, but over time, like Olivia, they’d probably stopped noticing it. She felt certain Richmond had too, or he’d surely have taken it down during these past few months when it had become an ordeal for her to see her once glorious mane of silvery-blonde hair mussed around her face, and tumbling randomly around her plump, bare shoulders.

Oddly, considering all that had happened to her body during these past months, it wasn’t the suggestion of a nipple that she generally found the hardest to look at, or even the glossy luxuriance of her hair, it was the shapeliness of her buttocks and legs that seemed to affect her most deeply. She had no idea why losing so much weight should upset her this much, unless it was her mind’s way of protecting her from the far more shattering loss of her hair and breasts.

Hearing a noise behind her she spun round, and terror exploded inside her. A man was standing in the arch to the kitchen. She tried to move, to tell him he could take whatever he wanted, just please don’t hurt her. Then her senses shifted, and recognition began to filter in as though fog was clearing from a landscape she knew and loved well.

‘Hello, Olivia,’ he said.

As he smiled she felt herself falling back in time to a place she rarely allowed herself to think about now, into a tangle of memories that could trap her so easily and make her unwilling to let go.

‘Sean?’ she said hoarsely.

His once-familiar blue eyes shone with a humour that was so typical of him that almost without realising it, she started to smile. How could she not have recognised him right away? It seemed inconceivable when he’d hardly changed at all, provided she ignored the silvery strands that streaked his thick, fair hair, and the laughter lines around his eyes that had darkened and deepened. Almost sixteen years had passed since she’d last seen him. How insane and unsteadying to find herself awash with so much girlish joy.

‘Surprised?’ he enquired.

She put her hands to her burning cheeks. For a strange, exhilarating moment it was as though the burdens of the past year were being lifted, leaving her free to be the young woman he’d once loved and who had been crazy about him.

Trying to ground herself, she pushed through a torrent of questions and said, ‘What are you doing here? How on earth did you get in?’

‘Well, I had several methods planned,’ he told her with gentle irony, ‘but since we’re in the middle of a very upright neighbourhood, you’ll be happy to know that I settled on the conventional route.’

Knowing that conventional didn’t always mean the same to Sean as it did to everyone else, she waited.

‘The front door,’ he explained. ‘I knocked, the delightful Aisling answered and insisted I come in to wait.’

Olivia shook her head as she stared at him incredulously. In eight years of knowing Mrs Kelly she’d never once called her Aisling – and wasn’t it just typical of Sean Kenyon to be on intimate terms with a complete stranger only minutes after first meeting her? So where was Mrs Kelly now?

‘Oh, she had to go,’ he replied, when she asked. ‘She got a call from someone and told me to make myself at home in the garden.’

Olivia blinked. He really had charmed Mrs Kelly if she’d just left him here as if he were a long-lost member of the family. He was hardly that to Richmond, while to her he was …

Just thank goodness she’d come home first and not Richmond. Maybe he’d known Richmond was in London today – but how could he?

‘So how are you?’ he asked, tilting his head to one side as his eyes held hers in a curious, slightly teasing gaze.

Her smile wavered as she thought of how much she’d like to walk into his arms, to welcome him back and tell him … tell him what? They were different people now, knew nothing of each other’s lives, so why on earth was she thinking she could gain some comfort from him?

She wondered what he was thinking as he looked at her. Was he remarking on how much she’d changed? She bolstered herself quickly with the reminder that though her hair was no longer thick, shining and blonde, the darker feathery cap that had grown back these past few weeks quite suited her, or so Sasha kept insisting. It even contrived – according to her father – to make her sky-blue eyes seem more dazzling than ever. Being her father he would say that, but even if it were true, she was still painfully thin, and the blemishes on her skin hadn’t completely cleared up yet. However, a voluminous white linen shirt over loose capri pants, and a good Clinique foundation, were helping to disguise the worst of the surface travesty, and a shaken, but so far undefeated spirit was doing its best to take care of the inner mess.

‘I know I look a wreck,’ she began, in the blasé manner she generally adopted when discussing her appearance these days, ‘but if you’d let me know you were coming …’ Realising it probably wasn’t a good idea to admit she’d have made an effort, she stopped, but his laughing eyes told her he’d read her anyway. So she said, with perhaps too much affection, ‘I see you’re still way too sure of yourself, Mr Kenyon, and how dare you turn up here, as though we’d all welcome you with open arms …’

‘Ah, now there’s an idea I like the sound of,’ he interrupted, and in a few quick strides he was across the hall, sweeping her into an embrace that was startling, almost overwhelming at first, then felt as though it was all she’d ever needed to hold her together. Not that she was falling apart, she’d never let that happen, but if she were …

‘So what are you doing in Kesterly?’ she demanded, finally pulling away, and wondering what it was about him that always made a person feel safe, when he had to be one of the most unsafe people she knew.

‘I came to see you, of course,’ he replied, sounding amazed that she needed to ask. ‘It’s been a long time – too long, and since I’ve never been able to get you out of my mind …’

‘Sean Kenyon!’ she protested. ‘That is so not true.’

He looked hurt and amused and something else, she thought, and to her surprise she realised that it might be concern.

Had someone told him about her cancer? Did he know that when she’d thought she was going to die, seeing him again, spending time with him, if only a day, had gone to the very top of her bucket list? Of course he didn’t know that, she’d barely admitted it to herself, never mind to anyone else, and she still wasn’t absolutely sure she’d meant it.

‘Come on through to the kitchen,’ she said, needing to escape his scrutiny, ‘lucky Richmond’s not around today.’

He laughed. ‘Are you saying he wouldn’t be pleased to see me?’ he teased.

Since he surely knew the answer to that, she simply threw him a look. ‘Tea or coffee, or something stronger?’ she offered, glancing up at the clock. Still only four fifteen, yet it seemed as though a whole lifetime was piling into the minutes.

‘Whatever you’re having,’ he answered, going to perch on one of the bar stools at the centre island. ‘This is a very smart place you have here,’ he commented, taking in the elegant black laminate units, Gaggenau appliances, and glossy white Corian worktops.

‘Since when were you into kitchens?’ she enquired drily.

‘Since you were standing in one,’ he quipped.

She switched on the kettle, then turned back to face him. ‘OK, so what’s the real reason …’ She broke off as her mobile started to ring. The decision not to answer came swiftly, for she wasn’t about to let anyone spoil this unexpected and intriguing reunion. On the other hand, she needed to make sure it wasn’t one of the children.

It wasn’t, and after the ringing stopped their eyes met, his even more intense and knowing than she remembered; hers … What were hers conveying, or betraying? Probably more than she was aware of; perhaps even more than she fully understood.

‘So why are you really here?’ she asked, folding her arms and feeling once again the absence of her breasts. She was getting used to not having them now, in the same way any amputee gets used to a part missing, but she still hated it, felt somehow diminished by it, and continued to question her decision to refuse a reconstruction.

No more hospitals, no more surgery, life needed to get back to normal.

‘OK, I’m exploring a business opportunity,’ he replied in a way that sounded both droll and slightly incredulous.

‘Here in Kesterly?’ She was certainly incredulous. ‘I’d have thought we were far too small-town for you.’

‘It doesn’t take a big town to create a big project,’ he responded. ‘I flew over a few days ago for a board meeting at our London office, and while I was there we got a call about the expansion of Kesterly Marina. It was suggested that it might be something our organisation would be interested to take a look at.’

Knowing that major infrastructure projects were what his consultancy firm was mostly about, providing everything from design concept, finance management and manpower, this was making sense. The expansion of Kesterly Marina wouldn’t be a large undertaking for them, however, and she guessed might not even have been considered had Sean, the senior partner, not been in London when the call had come in. So he was here either out of simple nostalgia, or because he knew that the project was being managed by Penn Financial – in other words Richmond Benting – and he wanted to see for himself why it was running into trouble. The most puzzling question was who had contacted Kenyon Holdings, because she knew beyond any doubt that it wouldn’t have been Richmond.

Deciding not to explore that potential minefield for the moment, she brought the subject back to a more personal place as she said, ‘So how did you know where to find me?’

He cocked an eyebrow. ‘Rena told me.’

Olivia had started to make tea, but stilled for a moment as she registered this, then continued calmly. ‘So you’ve been in touch with my mother?’ she commented, wondering why she was surprised when she probably ought not to have been.

‘I’ve never really lost contact with her,’ he admitted.

So her mother had been in touch with Sean Kenyon all these years and had never mentioned it? Like a couple of hidden pieces to a jigsaw an understanding came half into the light, but she still hadn’t quite found the right place for them yet. Something was going on in the background of their lives, she’d sensed that for some time, though she’d never dreamt it might somehow draw Sean into the picture.

‘So I’m fully aware,’ he continued, ‘that your children are growing up fast. There’s Luke, who must be seventeen?’

‘Eighteen,’ she corrected.

‘Eighteen,’ he echoed in amazement. ‘And there’s you looking no older than thirty, when you must be …’ He stopped and chuckled at the warning look she shot him. ‘Not yet forty,’ he conceded. ‘And then there’s Sasha, who’s sixteen?’

She nodded.

‘The same age you were when we met.’

Olivia couldn’t stop herself smiling as she remembered that time. She thought of Sasha and realised it wasn’t easy for her, as a mother, to imagine her daughter being as sure of herself and worldly and carefree as Olivia had considered herself back then. On the other hand, it wasn’t difficult to see Sasha turning up at the marina excited about learning to sail and being swept off her feet by the instructor who’d come for the summer to organise charters for his father’s boats, and to school young hopefuls in the hedonistic arts of water sports.

‘So you and Richmond are still together,’ Sean stated, a note of surprise in his tone, or maybe she’d imagined it.

Her eyes went to his, searching for sarcasm, but she found only friendliness and interest.

‘He’s a lucky man,’ he commented with a twinkle.

‘There are those who consider me to be the lucky one,’ she countered truthfully.

‘And would you be amongst them?’

Her eyes narrowed slightly. ‘Of course,’ she answered, and she felt herself flush, for he’d clearly clocked her defensiveness, and was no doubt reading all sorts of things into it.

‘So you have a PR company now,’ he said, as though sensing her desire to change the subject. ‘Very successful, I believe.’

With a shake of her head, she said, ‘My mother can be prone to exaggeration.’ Actually, it had been quite successful when she’d had it, mostly because it had been the only agency in town, but business had already started to fall away even before she’d got sick. It was austerity, of course, everyone was feeling it, and the cutbacks were by no means over, for her efforts to start rebuilding recently hadn’t met with positive results. ‘I’ve been working with Andee Lawrence lately,’ she went on. ‘You must remember her and Martin from …’

‘Of course I remember them. Didn’t she join the police?’

‘She did, but she gave up being a detective a few years ago, around the same time as she broke up with Martin. She’s with Graeme Ogilvy now, an antique dealer and property developer based in the Inner Courtyard. She does interior design for him, and I’m helping her.’

He was regarding her intensely again, as though listening to what was behind her words, a subtext even she wasn’t aware of. ‘And Richmond is running Penn Financial?’ he stated, as if this had been the subject all along. ‘How is your father, by the way?’

‘He’s fine, as I’m sure you know
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