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Chapter One

In Merle Bay, a small seaside town on the north-east coast of England, two seagulls were squabbling on Katie Small’s kitchen roof. She flung open the window and threw out her toast crusts into the cottage’s tiny backyard.

‘Stop fighting, you hooligans,’ she yelled.

The squawking stopped instantly, and two enormous white and grey birds swooped down to collect their spoils and flew off above the rooftops.

Peace at last, thought Katie, swallowing the last of her coffee.

The seagulls didn’t bother her anymore; she was used to their boisterous antics. Unlike her auntie, she laughed to herself, remembering how Auntie Jean used to yelp and duck down if one of them ever came near, convinced they’d attack her if they got the chance. Vicious blighters, she’d mutter darkly.

The yard, deserted now, was bright with spring sunshine and the terracotta pots her dad had filled with cheerful primulas yesterday caught her eye. Good old Dad. He and Mum had come up from Nottingham to spend the weekend here at the cottage. Allegedly to relax before flying off on holiday last night, but Dad had hardly taken his coat off before he was wielding a screwdriver, oiling squeaky hinges and tidying up the garden. He was always the same when he was here. Auntie Jean had been his older sister and he’d worshipped her, but now she was gone and the cottage belonged to Katie, he’d taken up the role as official handyman. Mum was as bad: washing everything in sight, from the net curtains (which really had to go, Katie thought with a sigh) to the cushion covers, right down to the skirting boards. Never knowingly without a damp cloth in her hand, that was his Josie, Dad had said fondly about his wife, teasing that that would be the epitaph on her tombstone.

Breakfast over, Katie quickly shoved the butter and milk back in the fridge, tossed the bread in the bread bin and ran hot water in the Belfast sink. The kitchen was tiny, a single storey addition to the terraced cottage. It was the only room which had been redecorated since Katie moved in with her auntie ten years ago. With its cream and pale blue colour scheme and beach-themed artwork, it was the room Katie felt most at home in. She washed her mug and her toast plate, drying them up with one of her auntie’s tea towels, which she noticed was looking a bit threadbare these days. Another thing to add to the list, she thought. But not right now, because it was already eight o’clock and she wanted to put a new window display in the shop before she opened up.

Katie went through to the living room to collect her keys and all the props she’d prepared for the window. She was filled with a sudden rush of warmth as she recalled one of a series of conversations she and Auntie Jean had had when it became obvious that the old lady’s days behind the counter were numbered.

‘Let’s talk shop, our Katie,’ she’d say, making herself as comfortable as her advancing illness would allow. ‘The shop window is our biggest advert. It’s our customers’ first impression of Auntie Small’s. Always make it a good one.’

Katie swallowed a lump in her throat at the memory.

The crocheted blanket draped over her aunt’s wingback armchair in front of the gas fire, the collection of china figurines on the shelves of the dresser, the hessian bag bulging with sea glass in the corner next to the plastic case full of Jean Small’s seventies disco vinyl records … Despite it being over a year since she’d died, her presence was evident in every nook and cranny of the cottage.

‘Right,’ said Katie determinedly, scooping up her shoulder-length chestnut hair and securing it into a bun. ‘I’m off to make a good impression.’

She picked up a wooden crate and a black sack full of willow twigs and stepped out onto Merle Bay’s high street, a steep hill lined with a mix of cottages, shops, tea rooms and a pub or two. She gazed downhill as always while she locked the door, marvelling at the view: a shimmering blue-green sea, under an endless sky.

Her heaven, her haven. She was happier here than anywhere else in the world.

Still with keys in her hand, she moved uphill a couple of paces to the next door and unlocked it. Her five-second commute was over. It was time for work.

Forty-five minutes later Katie climbed down off her chair and fanned her face, glad to be out of the direct sunlight. She studied her new spring window display critically. Not bad at all.

After her parents had left yesterday, she’d spent the evening making flowers from tissue paper. Now they were suspended with coloured thread from branches of twisted willow. She’d taken a rustic wooden crate that had been lurking in the shed full of Auntie’s gardening paraphernalia and brushed it clean. Now it was stuffed with armfuls of tulips and anemones and bluebells – artificial of course, she didn’t want to have to touch the window again for at least another four weeks.

She leaned back into the tight space and adjusted one of the mannequins. There. Done. The new spring lingerie collection at Auntie Small’s was officially on sale: cotton prints, sleek satin and pretty lace in pastel shades of yellow, pink and aqua – something for everyone. Well, nearly everyone. She pushed up the sleeves of her oversized shirt and remembered the utilitarian plain white garments beneath. She favoured sports bras: supportive and comfortable with the added bonus of strong compression which made her boobs look smaller than they were. Not in the least bit flattering, and neither were her big knickers, but as it had been two years since she’d allowed anyone close enough to see her in her undies, what did it really matter?

‘Why can’t you wear something a bit more sexy?’ her last boyfriend, Gareth, had complained. ‘Even my mum wears smaller knickers than you.’

It was the last time Gareth saw her underwear, or her for that matter, because she dumped him on the spot. That sort of comment made Katie’s skin crawl. It wasn’t that she was a prude, but she wanted a partner who respected her choices, not ridiculed them. And shortly after that, Auntie Jean’s leukaemia worsened, and Katie had taken over the running of the shop. As much as she loved living here, the average age of residents was nearer sixty than thirty. There might be plenty more fish in the sea, but not many of them seemed to have made their way inland to Merle Bay. And as for internet dating, the thought of putting her profile online brought Katie out in a cold sweat.

The bell above the door chimed as the first customer of the day walked in and Katie abandoned thoughts of her dismal love life with pleasure.

It was Mel who owned the hair salon at the top of the high street.

‘Hello!’ said Katie, surprised.

There were only about six hundred people who lived in Merle Bay all year round (some of the houses were second homes, or holiday lets with no permanent residents); a good proportion of the women bought their underwear here and Katie was familiar with a lot of people’s vital statistics. But until now, not Mel’s. As far as Katie could remember, Mel had never bought anything from Auntie Small’s.

‘Hi.’ Mel hovered at the door, twirling a lock of her dark hair around her fingers. ‘Have you got anything that will make me feel like a million dollars, but ideally only cost me about twenty-five pounds?’

‘You’re in luck, loads of things fit that request,’ said Katie.

Nula, the shop’s only member of staff knew everyone. Katie remembered her saying that Mel’s husband had left her just after Christmas out of the blue. Which might explain why Mel looked as if she had lost quite a bit of weight since Katie had last been into the salon for a trim.

‘Is it for a special occasion?’ she added.

‘I wish,’ Mel said flatly. ‘No. I looked in my underwear drawer yesterday and was greeted by a sea of grey. It was depressing.’

‘Grey is a lovely colour,’ said Katie, ‘I wear a lot of grey myself.’

‘Maybe, but most of mine were once white. Anyway, I fancy something bright and beautiful.’

‘Something just like you then,’ she replied, causing Mel to pull a face. ‘I mean it. Look at you. You manage to look glamorous in jeans and a ponytail.’ She gestured to Mel’s outfit.

‘You are kind.’ Mel ventured further into the shop. ‘Sorry. The last thing you want to hear is my whinging.’

‘If you want to get something off your chest,’ Katie grinned at Mel, ‘pardon the pun – feel free, you can tell me anything. I promise, I won’t tell a soul. Coffee?’

Mel accepted her offer and Katie poured them both a small cup from the machine. Freshly brewed coffee was something she’d introduced recently. Not only did it smell wonderful, it made everyone feel like a special customer – which to Katie, they all were.

Katie sipped her drink and waited.

 ‘My ex came to collect the kids for the day yesterday and after they’d gone, I moped about feeling sorry for myself. I just felt … ’ Mel sighed.

‘It’s OK to feel whatever you feel,’ Katie encouraged her.

She chewed her lip, saying finally, ‘I felt obsolete. Oh God, it sounds so lame and pathetic.’

Katie had a sudden flashback to coming home from sixth form one day to find her mum hastily drying her tears. I used to look forward to having more time to myself once you’d grown up, Mum had admitted sheepishly, but now it’s actually happening and you’re so independent, I miss being needed. But Katie had needed her, and at twenty-eight, still did. Even though they lived three hours’ drive away, her parents were her support system.

‘Mel, I doubt your children could manage without you for very long. Not to mention your clients at the salon. Can you imagine the state of our hair if anything happened to you?’ Katie tugged at her own thick mane. It had a bit of a kink to it – neither straight nor curly – and she felt it looked messy whatever she did with it.

Mel managed a lopsided smile. ‘True. And by the way, I don’t remember seeing you in the salon for a while.’

‘I know, it’s on my to-do list, promise.’ Katie hated sitting in the hairdresser’s chair feeling exposed when surrounded by so many mirrors and bright lights. ‘What I’m saying is, you’re a long way from obsolete. Why not see it as an opportunity for some me-time?’ she suggested. ‘Do the things you don’t get a chance to do when the kids are with you.’

Mel drained her coffee. ‘Good coffee and good advice. Thanks.’

‘You’re welcome.’ Katie ran her eyes expertly over Mel’s body and made a quick assessment of her new size.

Katie might be young to be running a well-established lingerie shop, especially one which catered to the needs of an ageing and ample population, but she’d been doing this job for ten years and she was good at it. Half of her customers came in wearing the wrong size and were amazed how much better they looked with a narrower strap or a bigger cup.

‘Now, why don’t you go and undress while I select some options. We’ll have you feeling like a goddess in no time.’

‘OK.’ Mel gave Katie a wobbly smile on her way to the changing rooms. ‘The window looks very enticing, by the way. I love spring colours, so much nicer than all that red stuff for Valentine’s Day. Which I totally ignored this year, for obvious reasons.’

Katie sympathised; she tried to avoid Valentine’s Day herself, but it wasn’t that easy in her line of work. More men came through the door of Auntie Small’s in the run-up to February the fourteenth than in the rest of the year put together. Whatever her views on their purchases were, she couldn’t deny it was good for the shop’s takings.

‘We celebrated Galentine’s Day here too,’ Katie said diplomatically. ‘And it wasn’t all red.’

‘Hmm. You don’t splash out on fancy knickers for the gals though, do you?’ said Mel from inside the cubicle.

‘No,’ said Katie firmly, ‘we do it for ourselves. Because we’re worth it.’

Mel popped her head back out of the changing-room door. ‘Thanks for listening. I have people in and out of my hairdressing chair all day long telling me about themselves. It’s nice to do the talking for once. But you won’t mention my woes to anyone, will you?’

Katie shook her head. ‘Wouldn’t dream of it. Nula and I are keepers of many secrets; from nursing bras to naughty nights away, there’s not much you can hide from us at Auntie Small’s.’

Mel’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Blimey, I never thought of that. Who’s been buying sexy undies?’

‘Couldn’t possibly say,’ Katie said primly, with a sparkle in her eye. She slid a froth of satin and lace through a crack in the door. ‘Here, try these on. Trust me,’ she said, as Mel started to argue that she’d given her the wrong size. ‘I’m an expert.’

Ten minutes later, Mel had left with an Auntie Small’s bag containing some pale pink satin wrapped in scented tissue paper. Katie had made her promise faithfully not to save it for best and in return for a discount, Mel had booked Katie in for a trim free of charge.

 For the next hour, Katie sat in the small space she’d carved out as an office at the rear of the shop, working through her admin jobs methodically, whilst keeping an ear trained for the sound of customers at the door and enjoying the peace. Nula started at ten o’ clock and was a complete extrovert. The job in the shop was absolutely perfect for her; she was great at putting customers at ease, but Katie found concentrating on the accounts quite tricky when her employee was in full flow.

At five to ten, Katie stood, stretched and put the kettle on ready for Nula to brew her ginger tea as soon as she arrived.

The shop had originally been called Merle Bay Lingerie when Jean Small had set it up in the eighties. She had been the sort of grown-up you called ‘Auntie’, even if you weren’t a blood relative, because she made you feel like you were family. She was warm, welcoming and had turned the mundane act of buying new undies into a celebration. After a year of everyone referring to the shop as simply Auntie Small’s, Jean had given in and renamed it.

Katie missed her aunt terribly; her death had been Katie’s first taste of grief. Discovering that Jean had left her the cottage and the business in her will had been a real shock. She was honoured and grateful but also a little overwhelmed by the responsibility. But it had been Auntie Jean’s wish that her only niece inherited her modest empire and with her parents’ support, Katie was trying her best. She hadn’t managed to make the cottage her own yet, but the shop, she had to admit, was thriving.

‘Well, doesn’t that display look a sight for sore eyes!’ Nula exclaimed, staring at the window while peeling off a handknitted cardigan from her plump arms. If Jean Small had been everyone’s auntie, then Nula was everyone’s nanna. She’d been a dinner lady at the local primary school before working here and Katie just knew she’d have been the type to give children extra portions when no one was looking.

‘Why thank you,’ said Katie, pouring hot water into her assistant’s favourite mug and handing her her first tea of the day.

‘You should have waited; I like doing it.’ Nula stopped at one of the mirrors, patted her grey curls into place and gave Katie a look of rebuke.

‘I know you do, and your displays are far better than mine,’ said Katie, ‘but I need the practice.’

Besides, it was a point of honour with Katie: whenever she found something challenging, she’d grit her teeth and persevere until she got the hang of it.

Nula blew on her tea. ‘And how are Josie and Brian? Full of the joys of spring, I hope?’

‘Very well, thanks,’ said Katie. ‘They’ll be in Malta by now, sunning themselves. Dad will be halfway down his first ice cream.’

Katie loved having her parents to stay. She also heaved a sigh of relief when they left. When they weren’t doing practical jobs, they were on some campaign or other where Katie was concerned; this time it was that she should clear Auntie Jean’s things from the cottage and move into the biggest bedroom, not stay cooped up in the little single that she’d been staying in since she was a child. They’d even offered to help her. She would do it, she promised them, soon. It was comforting somehow, keeping it like it was; erasing Jean’s presence seemed too final.

‘They’ll like Malta,’ said Nula authoritatively. ‘They’ve got a Marks and Spencer.’

The door opened again.

‘Post!’ declared Alice Jennings, the post lady.

While Nula crossed to the counter to check the diary to see if they had any fittings booked in as she did every morning, Katie waited as Alice sorted through her bag for their usual bundle of letters.

 ‘You’ll be wanting some new lingerie now that you’re famous,’ said Nula.

Alice batted a hand. ‘Oh, give over.’

The post lady had made a delivery to a pregnant woman on the far side of town two weeks ago only to find herself delivering a premature baby single-handedly.

‘I read the article in the North East Gazette, Alice,’ said Katie. ‘Lovely photo of you with the baby.’

 ‘We got three copies,’ Alice smiled coyly and pulled a newspaper cutting out of her jacket pocket. ‘Graham’s got one to show his buddies and we’ve got one in a frame. It’s the most exciting thing to ever happen to me.’

‘Not just to you,’ said Nula, ‘I don’t think anything that exciting has happened in Merle Bay for years!’

Which was one of the things she loved about it most, thought Katie: its gentle pace of life.

Nula managed to get Alice to put her bulging post bag down and peruse a rail of jersey camisoles. Katie took the pile of letters through to her office, intending to sift through them later, when her eye fell on a hardbacked envelope addressed to Catherine Small with ‘personal’ written in capitals across the front in red pen.

She frowned; usually her private mail was directed to the cottage next door but this one definitely had the shop’s address on it. And no one called her Catherine anymore, that name was part of her old life. She slid her finger under the flap and pulled out the contents.

The shock of what she saw made her heart stop. She stared in horror as a tremor of fear shot through her. A large black and white photograph of a naked young girl with wild chestnut hair, too much make-up around her wide eyes, lips parted in surprise.

A handwritten note had been paperclipped to the picture: REMEMBER THIS?

All at once the room spun and she swayed on the spot, her fingers fumbling to get the photograph back in the envelope.

‘Katie?’ Nula’s face loomed large in front of her and she touched Katie’s arm. ‘Are you OK, love? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘Yeah, yeah, I … um,’ Katie forced a smile. ‘Can you hold the fort for an hour? I need some fresh air.’

‘Of course, love,’ said Nula, full of concern, ‘you take your time.’

Fresh air and space to think or maybe scream out loud where no one would hear her. There was only one place that would do: Sea Glass Beach.


Chapter Two

Grace slowed down as she approached the next junction, rapidly scanning the place names on the faded signpost, hoping to see her final destination amongst them. Ah, there it was, Merle Bay, five miles. She indicated and turned left, rather late in the day according to the driver behind her who honked a horn angrily at her.

‘Grace?’ said Zoe via the car’s speaker system. ‘Are you still there?’

Grace was beginning to regret ringing her sister hands-free after leaving the motorway. She’d never done this journey before and the roads had become narrower and windier as she’d got closer to the coast. She and Myles had always split the driving on long trips but now her bum was numb and her shoulders stiff with tension. The satnav couldn’t give her verbal instructions now that she and Zoe were speaking, and she was a bit worried she was going to miss some vital turning. On the plus side, the scenery with its wall-to-wall green fields under wide skies was gorgeous, and it felt like balm to her weary soul.

‘Yes, bear with, almost missed the sign for Merle Bay and this road is virtually single track. Not far to go now, I’m only a few miles away.’

Zoe sighed heavily. ‘I’m really not sure that you’re doing the right thing, you know.’

‘Really?’ Grace smiled to herself. ‘If only you’d mentioned it.’

‘Ha ha.’

‘Trust me on this one, Zo,’ Grace tried to soothe her younger sister for the umpteenth time. ‘Right now, I need some space. I need to be somewhere new, where there isn’t a memory of him imprinted into every inch of the place.’

The line was quiet for a moment. ‘I get that, I just don’t understand why you have to be quite so far away. There must be millions of places closer to Birmingham, closer to me. I worry about you and I’ll miss you. And the kids will miss their Auntie Grace.’

Grace swallowed hard, determined that her voice wouldn’t give away just how vulnerable she was feeling. The grief she carried from losing her husband last November changed from moment to moment. Sometimes a weight on her shoulders, at others a tightness in her chest. Or like today, it brought more tears. She’d stopped at a motorway services and bought two takeaway coffees: a latte for herself and a flat white for Myles. Only to remember she was driving solo. Would always be driving solo from now on.

She’d leaned on Zoe a lot since Myles died; her sister had been her rock and she’d miss that support, but now, five months on, she needed a change of scene.

‘I know you worry,’ said Grace, ‘but you’ve got enough on your plate without me adding to it.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Zoe dismissively. ‘There’ll always be room for you here, remember that.’

‘Thanks.’ Grace’s heart melted with love for her sister.

Zoe was a single mother of two: Daniel, aged eleven, a quiet biddable boy, with strawberry-blond hair, nose permanently in a book, and flame-haired Ruby, just seven months old, and who looked set to crash through life creating the most noise possible. Zoe was divorced from Daniel’s father, who’d been so unreliable with child support payments that Zoe had lost the will to keep chasing him for money. Nobody knew Ruby’s father, including Zoe herself. After waiting years for her prince to come and give her the second baby she wanted, she’d visited a sperm bank and chosen a donor. She hadn’t told Grace until after she’d had her twelve-week scan; Grace had never wanted children, but she couldn’t help feeling proud of her sister for making her own dreams come true. And Ruby, born last September, had certainly been a ray of sunshine during the darkness of last winter.

Grace and Myles had always helped out financially when Zoe’s pride would let them: baby equipment, trainers for Daniel’s growing feet, two new tyres when Zoe’s car skidded on black ice. Myles had even set aside a little nest egg for each of the children in his will.

Last month, Zoe had found a nursery place for Ruby and had gone back to work as a nurse on a men’s ward of the local hospital. Grace admired her for juggling family life and a demanding job with zero help from the fathers but her sister’s return to work had highlighted her own inactivity. So here she was, taking action.

 ‘In Northumberland, where no one knows me, I can be as sociable or as antisocial as I want, and I can be just me, not the remaining half of “me and Myles”. And then there’s the future; I need to think about who I’m going to be without him.’

Grace gripped the steering wheel so tightly that she felt her rings cut into her fingers. Her wedding and diamond engagement rings, still sparkling after sixteen years, and her newest one, an eternity ring, Myles’s gift for her fortieth birthday six years ago. But they hadn’t had an eternity, they hadn’t even managed another decade. Myles had died of a heart attack, aged sixty-one, just months after he’d retired. Grace wasn’t just mourning the love of her life, she was mourning the future they’d never have: the fun, the travel, time to be spent together enjoying the fruits of their hard work.

‘Well, looking on the bright side, at least you’ll be free from Myles’s kids for a while. Pair of vultures,’ Zoe muttered. ‘I hope you haven’t given them your new address?’

‘Austin and Liv aren’t that bad,’ Grace chided, not mentioning that of course she’d given her stepchildren her address.

Not that they were children anymore; Austin was twenty-nine and Olivia twenty-seven – which was the age she’d been when she’d met Myles. She’d sent them a message on the Byron family WhatsApp group and told them that she was renting a house for six months in Merle Bay and that they’d be welcome to visit anytime. No reply as yet, but then they were probably busy; she’d have been the same at their age. It would be a shame to lose contact with them, after all of these years watching them grow up.

Grace had never tried to mother them, but she’d always supported Myles in being a good father. It had taken a few years to earn their trust, especially from Olivia who was very close to her mum. But the four of them had always got along well together, had fun even. Mind you, if she never heard from his ex-wife again, she wouldn’t lose sleep over it. Grace had tried hard to be civil to Julia, but she was a cold fish. It was as if she was jealous of Grace, which was silly because it had been Julia who’d left Myles and that had happened long before Grace came on the scene. Myles and Julia were the same age, fifteen years older than Grace. Julia had hinted that she thought Grace had been far too young for her ex-husband, but Myles had a theory that she was jealous that his second marriage was clearly happier than his first.

‘Sorry,’ said Zoe, not sounding in the least apologetic. ‘But when I think about how much their father has already done for them and how grabby they’ve been since his funeral. Makes my blood boil.’

‘They’ve lost their beloved father,’ Grace continued smoothly, ‘and don’t forget he was in their lives long before he was in mine. It’s normal for them to want to have his things as mementos; there are memories attached to some of his things that don’t mean anything to me.’

Myles had been a demonstrative man, touchy-feely and never passed an opportunity by to give her a hug or a kiss. He taught her not only how to love but to be loved. It was the same with his children whom he adored and who idolised him in return. Grace had always been proud of the relationship he’d had with his kids. Most of her divorced friends complained about the lack of interest their ex-partners showed in their children, but Myles had always made an effort to stay involved in their lives.

Zoe sniffed. ‘Funny how the only things they wanted were the expensive stuff: his Rolex watch, Tiffany cufflinks and his art collection.’

‘Myles would be pleased they wanted them,’ said Grace loyally. In truth, she had been a little shocked at how quickly his son and daughter had come round to claim what they saw as rightly theirs. But she had the benefit of age; at forty-six Grace knew that the most important things in life didn’t come with a price tag. Without Myles, possessions were meaningless, nothing could possibly be as valuable to her as a heart full of happy memories of their life together. ‘And if they bring them comfort, why not?’

Zoe made a disgruntled noise and Grace smiled to herself and glanced at the satnav screen.

‘I’m almost there,’ she said, her stomach giving an involuntary flip.

According to the map the next turning led directly to the sea and would take her straight to Sea Glass House. Maybe Zoe was right, perhaps she was crazy, but this was the first major decision she’d made since Myles died and she was proud of herself for getting this far. If she hated it, she could always go home. What was the worst that could happen?

‘OK, I’d better let you go,’ said Zoe, but there was warmth in her voice and Grace felt a tug of longing for her sister who’d been such a port in a storm for her since Myles’s death. ‘And it is only six months, I suppose.’

‘Exactly.’ Grace breathed a sigh of relief; the sooner her sister resigned herself to Grace’s move, the better. ‘Will you be all right? Back at work, Daniel, the baby … ?’

‘Me? Always all right,’ Zoe reassured her. ‘It’s you I’m worried about, rattling around in that big house with nothing to do and no one to speak to.’

 ‘Don’t you worry, I’ll find something to keep me busy.’

Zoe’s voice softened. ‘Ah, Gracie, that’s the girl I know and love. But not too busy I hope, be kind to yourself; you’re meant to be having a break, don’t go getting a job.’

‘Oh, don’t worry, I’m doing well if I remember to brush my hair at the moment, I certainly couldn’t hold down a job.’

‘Luckily for you, your hair never needs brushing,’ said Zoe. ‘I swear it doesn’t even move in the night.’

Grace conceded a small smile; she was fortunate. Her mid-blonde hair was fine and poker-straight, cut into an easy-to-wear bob. Apart from a few stray strands getting stuck to her lipstick on a breezy day, she rarely had any trouble with it.

‘Also, luckily for me, I don’t need to work. No, I intend to sleep and think and be soothed by the sea while I decide what to do next.’

Grace had enough money in the bank to never have to work again if she was careful. Although that didn’t give her the comfort it perhaps once would have done. She and Myles had decided to sell their construction company, Byron Homes, lock stock and barrel last spring. The money had only been in the bank for a month or two when Myles died. He never got further than planning the new life they’d dreamed of. It made Grace feel sick every time she thought of it. It wasn’t bloody fair.

‘All right for some,’ Zoe said. ‘I’m joking, before you start trying to chuck money my way again.’

Grace shook her head affectionately. She knew Zoe wouldn’t want to swap places with her for the world.

They’d both done well, career-wise. Money had been scarce growing up in Birmingham, but they’d had love and support in abundance and their parents had been so proud to see both their girls head off to university. Grace to study architecture and Zoe nursing.

‘OK, but anything you need, you only have to—’

‘I know,’ Zoe interrupted. ‘And thanks, G. But what I need most is for my big sister to smile again.’

Grace took a quick look at her satnav screen again; she was a mere 500 metres away from her new home. The road began to slope downwards, and Grace got her first glimpse of the sea. The April sun danced across the glittering water, turning it silver, and the effect was stunning. Grace’s nerves jangled; she was moving somewhere new, on her own. Right now, she’d give everything she owned to have Myles’s comforting hand on her thigh.

‘I will, I promise,’ she said quietly.

She ended the call by sending love to the children and within seconds, she pulled up to the entrance of Sea Glass House. She parked next to a small white van, which presumably belonged to the person who’d be handing over a set of house keys.

Climbing out of the car, she stared in awe at the ultra-modern house. ‘Bloody hell.’

The building was set at the top of a short slope. She could see straight down to a crescent-shaped pebble beach, deserted except for a couple of people and a dog skipping in and out of the waves.

Her back ached, she had the beginnings of a headache and cramp in her legs, but she ignored all that; she felt like a kid in a toy shop not knowing where to look first. If the breeze blowing straight off the North Sea hadn’t already taken her breath away, then the sight of this incredible house certainly would have done.

Despite her underlying sadness, the architect in her couldn’t help but be excited; the pictures she’d seen didn’t do this place justice. A slim steel framework supported curved glass walls which offered an uninterrupted view of the bay below. It was sleek and sexy, bold and beautiful, but at the same time, it reflected its setting so well that it was almost invisible.

‘Clever,’ she murmured at the wide overhang around the perimeter, which would act both as a roof cover to the patio area and protect the interior from getting too much sun. She could easily downscale that feature to work on a more modest property. She stopped her train of thought and shook her head; she wasn’t here to work, she was here to rest, she reminded herself.

The front door opened, and a man lifted his hand in greeting. ‘Hello!’

‘Hi!’

They strode towards each other and she took his outstretched hand.

‘Rob Napier from Premier House Services,’ he said, introducing himself. ‘And you must be Mrs Byron.’

She nodded. ‘Call me Grace.’

‘Pleased to meet you. These are for you.’ He held out a keyring from which dangled at least half a dozen keys. ‘You’re in for a treat; we manage over a hundred properties and Sea Glass House is by far and away my favourite.’

‘I’m not surprised.’ She looked across to the edge of the property where a series of connected terraces cascaded down towards the sea. She already felt uplifted; this place was going to work wonders for her, she could tell. She was going to press pause on a life that no longer felt like her own; a chance to catch her breath and reimagine herself.

‘Shall I give you a tour, or would you rather investigate for yourselves?’ He looked over her shoulder towards her car.

‘Myself, I think,’ said Grace, deliberately ignoring his mistake. ‘I’m a real property nut, I’ll be exploring every nook and cranny for hours.’

He lifted his eyebrows. ‘Oh? Is it just you? Mr Ashcroft mentioned the Byrons being old friends, I just assumed … ’ His voice petered out and a look of concern passed across his face.

‘Just me.’ She smiled faintly. ‘My husband passed away recently. Ned – Mr Ashcroft – is a good friend of ours.’

‘Mrs Byron … Grace.’ Rob scratched his head. ‘I’m so sorry, I wasn’t aware. Please accept my apologies and my sincere condolences.’

‘It’s fine, honestly.’ Grace rushed to reassure him. She was doing this a lot at the moment, consoling others who weren’t sure what to say.

‘Everywhere has been cleaned, top to bottom, the garden given a tidy up and Mr Ashcroft asked for us to stock up the fridge and the cupboards with the basics to keep you going,’ Rob continued.

‘Oh, he is sweet.’ She felt a rush of warmth for Ned; he’d always been kind to her, and the last six months even more so.

He and Myles went way back; they’d been at college together on the same construction course before going their separate ways: Ned developing luxury waterside properties and marinas and Myles setting up Byron Homes. Ned had been trying to tempt Myles and Grace to make use of his new holiday home in Merle Bay since it had been completed a couple of years ago. He’d been excited to show it off and visiting it had been something she and Myles had talked about doing as soon as they had the chance.

He’d popped in to see her a few times since the funeral, even managing to drag her out for a coffee occasionally. It was during their last get-together in March that he reminded her that the offer still stood to stay at Sea Glass House.

‘You’d love it there. It’s standing empty,’ he’d said. ‘So really you’d be doing me a favour. Stay as long as you want, a week, a month, a year, whatever you need, Grace. Be my guest.’

And thinking that a change of scene might be just what she needed, she’d accepted and brought with her enough belongings to keep her going for a few months.

‘Anything special I need to know before I unpack?’ She smiled at Rob and jangled the keys; she couldn’t wait to be alone and explore her new abode.

‘Yes, right,’ said Rob with relief. ‘The manual for the burglar alarm is on the kitchen table. In fact, there’s a manual for everything on the kitchen table. Mr Ashcroft is very organised.’

‘That sounds like Ned,’ said Grace, smiling, remembering how he’d always be the one to arrange get-togethers, booking restaurants and sorting arrangements.

‘The small silver key unlocks the pool house where you’ll find everything you need for the hot tub. The big one opens the gate to your private access down to the beach. And this bronze key … ’ He tapped the relevant key for her, ‘is for the wine cellar. Mr Ashcroft insists that you help yourself.’

‘Ah, a glass of wine in a hot tub.’ Grace sighed with pleasure. ‘I think I can manage that.’

Rob smiled. ‘OK, that’s all the essentials covered. Now, do you need a hand carrying stuff into the house?’

She shook her head.

‘That’s kind of you, but I can manage.’ She extended a hand to bring their exchange to an end. ‘Thanks for everything.’

They shook hands and she removed two suitcases from the boot of the Range Rover as he headed back to the van.

Rob stopped. ‘Oh, I almost forgot, some post arrived for you this morning. I’ve left it just inside the front door on the glass table.’

‘Thanks.’ She raised a hand to acknowledge his words.

Post already? She’d hoped to have at least a couple of days cut off from the outside world without the interruption of post. The amount of paperwork she’d had to deal with in the aftermath of Myles’s death had felt endless. She waved Rob goodbye, wheeled the cases up to the house and pushed open the front door. Her gaze swept over the open-plan interior: pale wooden floors, modern log burner, a kitchen which the pickiest celebrity chef would drool over, sofas which begged to be curled up on, and of course, the star attraction: the sea, framed by every window. Living

art, thought Grace, already looking forward to watching it change with the weather.

Oh Myles, my darling, you’d have loved this place. Why didn’t we make the time to do this together? She hauled the cases over the threshold and spotted two envelopes on the glass table. One contained a card from her sister and the kids, wishing her happiness in her new home. The other bore the all too familiar logo of her solicitor. She slipped a finger under the edge and tore it open.

Roger Mathers, her and Myles’s solicitor, had been an absolute star, helping her make sense of Myles’s affairs, making sure she properly understood every single form she signed. He’d managed to strike the right balance between sensitivity and professionalism. He’d been brilliant with the will too. When Austin and Olivia had bombarded her with questions about Myles’s wishes, Roger had stepped in and addressed all their issues himself.

Dear Grace,

I hope this letter finds you well. I’m so sorry to intrude so soon in your new home, but there has been a new development in respect of Myles’s estate. I’ve received a letter from a solicitor acting for Austin and Olivia Byron informing me that they intend to contest their father’s will on the basis that they feel that their share should be equal to yours. I had hoped that my most recent meeting with them had put a stop to this course of action as they have no grounds on which to contest. However, please can you let me know at your earliest convenience whether you wish to …

Contesting the will? Her body tensed as she read the whole thing through twice, her sense of dread deepening with every sentence. She could hardly believe what she was reading. How could Myles’s own children do this to her, and why? They had each already been awarded twenty-five per cent of his estate each, Grace to receive the remaining fifty per cent. He’d been a wealthy man; both Olivia and Austin would be set up for life before they’d even turned thirty. But now, it seemed, they weren’t content with that.

Roger needed her to make a decision: either she had to settle out of court and pay them an amount they were satisfied with, or they would seek to have the will overruled.

‘Shit,’ she murmured under her breath. She could cry, she really could. She put the letter down and shook her head. Myles would have been appalled with them.

She groaned and rubbed her eyes. She was tired after that long drive from Birmingham, but more than that, she was exhausted after months of coping with a world that no longer had Myles in it. She decided to postpone unpacking for now; a shower and a strong cup of coffee might help. Positive action was always a good plan.

Come on Gracie, chin up, you’ve got this, girl.


Chapter Three

Robyn woke to the sound of Finn in the kitchen. His customary half hum, half whistle carried up the steep stairs of their cottage along with the crash of pans, slamming of cupboard doors and the slosh of something being whisked vigorously. Her stomach fluttered with love for her husband. He loved cooking, always able to produce a feast no matter how slim the fridge’s pickings. He’d only been off work for a couple of days and already she’d got used to being spoiled with three proper meals a day. As of next week, she’d be back to toast for breakfast and lunch.

The blind was partially open, and through the salt-spattered glass the sun dazzled in the sky. It was a beaut of a day. She sat up and strained to listen for the waves crashing against the harbour wall just a few metres away. The sea must be calm; all she could hear was the tinkling of masts and seagulls mewing in the distance. The winds could be brutal in winter this close to the sea but as soon as the weather was mild enough, she and Finn slept with the windows open. Falling asleep each night to a lullaby of waves and the scent of the fresh briny air was heavenly.

I am lucky, she told herself.

Sometimes, sitting in her attic studio looking out of the window at the sea, or on her way home when the chunky limewash walls and dark blue (Duchess blue; she’d googled it) windows of Admiral Cottage came into sight, she had to pinch herself. This perfect place was her home. Sometimes it felt too good to be true.

She was startled out of her daydream by a couple of seagulls landing on the roof, claws clattering on the tiles above the bedroom, even noisier than Finn. Finn wasn’t a fan of gulls, they were a menace to fishermen, and they made a right mess of the small courtyard at the back of the cottage, but Robyn liked their jerky walk and the comical way they bickered amongst themselves and the sly tactics they used to steal food from unsuspecting passers-by.

A thought took her by surprise: maybe she could draw one? A jolly one with long legs and a plump body? She swallowed hard; for the first time in … gosh, she couldn’t even remember, she reached for her notebook from inside the drawer beside her bed. She drew with urgency, her heart racing, determined not to think too deeply about it in case she gave self-doubt a chance to interfere. With a few strokes a cheeky-looking seagull appeared. Robyn studied it, pleased with herself. It would make a good character for a children’s book, or even a design for a mug. She felt a stirring inside her, a surge of creativity, and gave herself a moment to savour it; how long had she waited for that to come back?

Right. It was a sign. Today was the day. No more procrastinating, no more perhaps I should leave it another few days. The sun was out, the light in her little studio would be perfect and look at her go, not even out of bed and she’d drawn something. How amazing was that? Yes, Robyn McGill, she told herself briskly, today you’re going to be the woman you want to be: positive, proactive and perky.

Perhaps perky wasn’t the best choice. Anyway, moving on.

She rolled her shoulders back, testing her chest muscles for tightness; only the tiniest of twinges, nothing to moan about. OK. First job: her daily gratitudes. Her counsellor had suggested doing this. Counselling hadn’t lasted long. Robyn wasn’t a great one for talking about her feelings, so she’d attended the absolute minimum number of compulsory sessions. And as for going to group sessions, she’d completely vetoed that. The last thing she wanted to do was sit around talking about the thing which united them all. She didn’t like even thinking about that, let alone talking. But gratitudes she could just about tolerate. Preferably it should be written somewhere, but Robyn still felt like a plonker doing it and if Finn were to come across it, she’d be mortified, so she did it in her head instead.

Number one. Her new niece, Elizabeth Alice McGill. Third child to Finn’s brother Callum and his wife Claudia. Robyn smoothed the duvet over her stomach with both hands, remembering how Claudia had lamented her wobbly bits yesterday and told her how lucky she was to have a body unravaged by childbirth. Robyn had counted to ten, wishing that Claudia would, just for once, engage her brain before opening her mouth. Anyway. Elizabeth, or Betty as she was going to be known, was a blessing. Tiny, dark-haired and already ruling the roost in her big noisy household, and because she’d arrived unexpectedly early, delivered by the post lady, no less, her daddy, Callum, was having some time off, which meant that Uncle Finn was doing the same because the two McGill brothers worked together in the family fishing business.

Number two: her boss, Morgan. Technically Robyn was self-employed, but all of her regular work was commissioned by Our Eco Life magazine, and so Morgan was as close to a boss as she had. Robyn had met lots of people since her surgery and heard all sorts of tales about unsympathetic employers. Morgan was an angel by comparison, allowing her the flexibility to work as much or as little as she wanted. And for the last year it had been very little.

Last but not least Finn, the love of her life, by her side every step of the journey which she was still on. She was very grateful to have a husband who cherished her and treated her as if she were made of porcelain. Although – she bit her lip, feeling disloyal – if she was really honest, sometimes she wished he’d come up behind her, wrap his arms around her, his body crushed against hers and breathe hotly into her neck, whispering how much he wanted her … Robyn frowned; somehow, she’d managed to drift off the theme of gratitude.

The eight o’clock alarm on her phone interrupted her stream of thought and she turned it off. There was just one more thing she wanted to do before getting up.

She slipped her hands underneath her pyjama top and laid them on her stomach. Despite what Claudia thought, the flesh beneath her fingers was pillowy and soft. Her hands drifted sideways to her hip bones; she’d never be classed as curvy, but she was no longer straight up and down thanks to a combination of losing her muscle tone from inactivity and the impact of medication which she’d been warned would result in weight gain. The last two years had given her wrinkles, her first grey hairs and a new nervous habit of nibbling the skin at the side of her thumbnails, but at least she didn’t have the torso of a greyhound anymore – every cloud and all that.

OK, deep breath, Robyn. She placed her hands over her breasts. Inhale, exhale. She forced herself to register the sensation of the firmness beneath her fingers, the smooth shape of them.

Hello ladies. Thanks for being here. You still feel weird, but give me time, I’ll get there. I know I did the right thing, but I miss the old ones …

‘Good morning, gorgeous girl,’ came a voice from the doorway.

‘Finn!’ Robyn pulled her hands from under her top and sat up quickly. ‘Jesus! You made me jump.’

‘Whoops!’ He bit his lip sheepishly and she felt bad about her sharp tone. She watched him walk around the bed and felt a throb of desire for him. He was kind and patient, honest and hard-working, beautiful inside and out. She’d fallen in love with his quirky features the minute she’d set eyes on him: angular jaw, lopsided smile, a nose which looked like it belonged to a boxer, not a fisherman, and one grey and one green eye, which to Robyn looked like the sea on a stormy day.

To her relief it looked as if he hadn’t seen what she’d been doing under her pyjamas; not that she was ashamed, but she there were only so many conversations about ‘it’ that she could manage in a day and if they started this early she’d reach her limit before lunchtime.

‘One milky tea, just as you like it.’ He put a mug on her bedside cabinet and sat down on the edge of the mattress.

‘Thank you.’ She held her arms out to him and he leaned closer, kissing her neck, her cheek, her mouth. He was infinitely tender but today she didn’t want tender; she tightened her grip around his neck, pressing her body against his.

‘Now, breakfast,’ he murmured, pulling away gently. ‘How do pancakes sound? Made with maximum taste and minimum cost.’

‘I’m fine with toast, honestly.’

He pretended to look offended. ‘That won’t nourish your body, let alone your soul.’

 ‘True.’ She laughed softly. He’d added an extra challenge into his kitchen creations by trying to make nutritious food on a budget. She appreciated his dedication, after all money was always tight. ‘You don’t have to keep spoiling me, you know. I’m not an invalid.’

For the briefest of moments his brow furrowed, and she realised she’d hurt his feelings. But then he smiled and stood up.

‘Make the most of it,’ he said. ‘Once Callum and I go back to sea, you’ll be getting your own breakfast.’

‘I love you,’ she said, sipping her tea, which, as predicted, was exactly how she liked it.

‘Glad to hear it.’ He grinned and placed a soft kiss into her curls. ‘Then take a shower while I make you the best blueberry pancakes you’ve ever had.’

She swung her legs out of bed, listening to the creak of the stairs as Finn headed down to the kitchen. A door slammed and he started to whistle.

Her reflection stared back at her from her dressing table mirror. On one level she knew she had a pleasant enough face: she liked her deep brown eyes, the freckles across the top of her cheeks which she’d never grown out of and her pointy chin. Today though, she only saw hollows under those eyes, an oily nose, sallow skin and a spot on her chin.

What had Finn said? Good morning, gorgeous girl.

He never used to talk to her like that. He was more likely to call her Thumper because of the way she marched everywhere in her chunky boots, or Pixie-face, or Hedgehog-hair … any number of jokey pet names, but never anything as gooey – or, in her opinion, as wide of the mark – as gorgeous.

It felt like he was trying too hard. And the thought of what that might mean made her want to cry.

Twenty minutes later, she was on her second pancake. They were thick and fluffy (because he folded in whisked egg white, Finn informed her) and despite not thinking she was hungry, she was really enjoying them.

‘If you don’t mind,’ said Finn, pouring syrup over his stack of pancakes, ‘I need to go down to the boatshed and see if I can sort out the software in the GPS system. The guy was asking silly money to come out and repair it, so I’m going to have a go myself first.’

‘Fine with me. Actually,’ she forked up the last piece of pancake and avoided his eye. ‘I’m working today too.’ She hadn’t done much for Morgan for a while, but she’d email her this morning to ask if there were any projects coming up and then she was going to have another go at that seagull.

They locked eyes, both knowing that Robyn going back to work was a mammoth step forward.

‘My talented wife,’ he murmured.

‘It’s time,’ she said softly. ‘Besides, I need to earn my keep, it’s important to me.’

Robyn had been brought up single-handedly by her mum, whose relationship with Robyn’s dad had been over before she was born. Her dad had been an irregular presence in her life in the early years, but her mum’s love had more than made up for his lack of interest. She had drummed into her only daughter the value of financial independence and practised what she preached, working as an accountant for a brewery. She gradually rose through the ranks, pouring her energies into her child, her job and her home. Robyn got used to letting herself into their house and following her mother’s written instructions for making dinner, until one day, not long after starting secondary school, her mother was sitting on the sofa when she came home, waiting for her with bad news. Two years later, her mum died of breast cancer and Robyn’s loving home died with her. She moved in with her father and stepmother. She didn’t want to be there any more than they wanted to have her, and she’d counted down the days until she could save up enough to leave the house that she never thought of as home. She’d striven for financial independence ever since, wanting to be self-sufficient, to know that she had the money to fund her own decisions. Twenty years after losing her mum, she hadn’t changed, except that now she and Finn were a team.

‘You’ve had other important things to deal with.’ Finn reached for her hand and squeezed it. ‘Only take on what you feel you can manage. We’ll always get by.’

Robyn felt a stab of guilt. Fishing was a tough business, both physically and financially. Finn had taken over the lion’s share of the burden for long enough. The moment was broken by Finn’s phone beeping. He picked it up and his face softened into a smile. He scrolled through the message and then handed her the phone.

‘Aw, look at that.’

Robyn looked at the picture of Baby Betty in her Moses basket surrounded by an army of soft toys. ‘Cute.’

‘Callum says he left her for one minute and while he was gone, the other two kids decided Betty needed some company.’

Finn’s eyes were shining as he took the phone back and Robyn studied him, trying to work out what was going through his mind: pride at his niece and nephew’s kind deed, or envy of that perfect little girl, wrapped up tightly like a sausage roll, her tiny features peeking out from her blanket.

Positive, proactive, perky … That was today’s mantra. Having children of their own was no longer an option. She was reconciled to it, and Finn claimed to be too. But was he telling the truth? Or was he just telling her what he thought she needed to hear? Ask him, Robyn, just ask.

She licked her lips, mouth suddenly dry and opened her mouth to speak. ‘Do you—’

But down the hall the letter box opened and the post thudded onto the mat.

‘Hold that thought.’ Finn pushed his chair back, scraping it noisily on the tiled floor. ‘I’ve been waiting for news from a finance company, it should be here this morning.’

He fetched the mail, dropped a pile of letters onto the table and sifted through them, pushing a couple with Robyn’s name on them across to her.

‘Excellent, it’s here!’ he said, tearing into a manila envelope.

Robyn opened her own post. The first was confirmation of a hospital appointment. She pushed it aside and opened the second, hoping it was more interesting. Inside was a remittance advice, notifying her of a bank transfer from Our Eco Life Magazine. A hundred pounds, a drop in the ocean compared to their monthly outgoings. There was a card pinned to it and she flipped it over. It was from Morgan.

Hey Robyn, I hope this finds you well! I have some sad news; I’ve been made redundant along with two others from the management team, so as I write this, it’s my last day at the magazine. Our Eco Life is getting a revamp editorially too and for the time being at least, they are pulling the illustrations. Hopefully this won’t be too much of a disappointment to you, I know you haven’t felt up to working much anyway. Keep in touch, all best, Morgan.

Oh God. Poor thing, thought Robyn. The tone of the note was bright and breezy, but Morgan had been at that magazine since its first issue; she’d be devastated. And bang went her own plan to get earning again. Now what was she going to do?

It took her a moment to notice that Finn had gone quiet. His expression was grim, and he was shaking his head.

‘Bastards,’ he muttered. ‘Greedy, ruthless bastards.’

Robyn stared at him. ‘What’s up?’

He passed her the letter and folded his arms. ‘Last winter we asked for an extension of the loan we took out for the GPS system and now they’ve tripled the interest rate. The repayments are going to have a massive impact on profit.’

She got up from her chair and made a space for herself on his lap, wrapping her arms around his neck.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, kissing his cheek.

‘Not your fault, love.’ He returned her embrace and sighed. ‘Mind you, probably not a bad thing that you’re going to be working again.’

‘Well.’ Robyn felt sick. ‘About that, I’ve had some bad news … ’

Finn groaned. ‘Oh no, not you as well.’

Her early morning mantra deserted her; instead, she was filled with guilt and sadness. She wasn’t a mother, she wasn’t an earner, she wasn’t even the woman Finn had married anymore. She didn’t know who she was and all at once she’d never felt so useless in her life.


Chapter Four

Katie rounded the headland and almost wept with relief when Sea Glass Beach came into view. If she could just get to the water, stand at the very edge where land met sea, then she’d be able to think clearly and try and process what the hell had just happened. She’d speed-walked here, and for the last twenty minutes she’d battled to keep that sickening image of her eighteen-year-old self, naked and terrified, at bay. She’d tried to focus on her physical sensations – the tight lungs, the coarse breathing and the race of her pulse. But it had been impossible, the shock wave was too seismic to ignore, and her brain fired round after round of questions at her.

What did this mean? What was the sender’s intention? And why was she getting this photo now, ten years after it had been taken?

Katie wracked her brains to try and remember the name of the model scout back then: Roy something, maybe? She and her dad had tried to track him down themselves soon after the photoshoot but to no avail. The police had shown little interest and so Dad had suggested hiring a private detective. Katie had begged him not to; the sooner they could draw a line under the whole incident, she’d reasoned, the sooner she could start moving on with her life. And her darling father, who wanted nothing more than to smooth every bump in his daughter’s path, had eventually agreed.

She could probably find out what happened to him a lot more easily now; there was a lot more information online these days than ten years ago. Not that she wanted anything to do with him, but now that he’d found her, it looked like she didn’t have any choice. Would he get in touch again, she wondered? If so, she’d better prepare herself. Knowledge, however unsavoury, was still power. Assuming it was him who sent the photograph, that was.

But why? She was aware her thinking had come full circle, but she couldn’t help it. She couldn’t think of one possible explanation as to why whoever had sent it had done so.

She gripped the wooden handrail and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other down the steep worn steps which cut through the rocks and curved down to the shoreline. It was the least accessible beach in the area, which was why it was her favourite; she was far less likely to be approached here by people she recognised than on the main sandy beach at the bottom of the high street.

The wind whipped around her ears and blew her hair out of its bun and into her eyes. She was glad she’d pulled her North Face jacket on before she’d left the shop. The sun might be out, but the breeze was bracing, the sea air scoured her skin and made her eyes water. At least that was what she was telling herself.

She jumped down the last step, her trainers landing with a crunch. Sea Glass Beach was shingle and coarse sand, and every now and then, the sunlight caught sharp-edged shells and stones, giving the beach a magical sparkling texture. Magic, she thought glumly, she needed a bit of that right now.

The beach wasn’t long; she could walk the length of it in ten minutes, seven today, given the mood she was in.

She glanced left and right; at the far end of the bay, a man was throwing a ball into the waves for his two Labradors to chase after. A few metres away a woman was following the dark line left by the tide, her head bowed, and her hands clasped a camera which hung from a neck strap. Most of her face was hidden behind a long scarf, but short dark hair poked out of the top of it and chunky lace-up boots kicked through the seaweed and driftwood.

Katie looked away quickly to avoid any potential small talk and headed straight towards the water, pushing her hands deep into the pockets and tucking her chin into the neck of her jacket. There was something about being known as the bra shop lady that made other women feel comfortable in her presence and want to unburden themselves; she’d seen them almost naked, which inevitably created an intimacy between them. Auntie Jean had been brilliant at making people relax and Katie did her best to emulate her. She loved her job. She loved making others feel good about themselves. She enjoyed the challenge of listening to the hang-ups women of all shapes, sizes and ages had about their bodies and working out how best to help them.

More often than not, this connection with her customers extended beyond the boundaries of Auntie Small’s. She found herself listening to tales of boob jobs and weight loss and details of new love affairs in the oddest of places. Women trusted her with their secrets, even though she never reciprocated and kept herself to herself. She had worked hard since being in Merle Bay to be professional, respectable, discreet. Would they feel the same, she thought, if they knew the truth about her?

A sob formed in her throat. Her life had spun out of control once; she couldn’t bear it if it happened again.

And Mum and Dad, how would they cope a second time around?

She slowed a few paces from water’s edge. Her feet were already beginning to sink in the wet sand, and she didn’t want to have to walk back with sopping trainers.

The words on that handwritten note floated back into her head.

REMEMBER THIS?

‘Course I bloody do. How could I ever forget?’ The words slipped out unintentionally and Katie shot a quick glance over her shoulder. The man at the other end definitely wouldn’t have heard from
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