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  To Michael, my dad,

  who I don’t see nearly often enough,

  but who is forever in my thoughts

  and always in my heart


  

  Chapter 1

  If I closed my eyes and concentrated, I could see the sea stretching ahead of me, all the way to the distant horizon. I could breathe in the fresh salty air and almost taste the tang of it on my lips. If I stood in that exact spot, I could see the sun rising, quickly reaching the glistening rockpools, tempting me to explore their secret depths. And if I concentrated even harder, I could hear the waves lapping the shore, gulls wheeling overhead and feel the warm, soft sand, pushing up between my bare toes . . .

  ‘Tess?’

  I concentrated that little bit harder.

  ‘Are you all right?’

  I screwed my eyes up tighter still, hoping to catch sight of my mother. She would be sitting in a deckchair, wearing her favourite yellow sundress and waving with one hand, a well-thumbed paperback clasped firmly in the other.

  ‘Earth to Tess. Do you read me?’

  It was no good. The spell was broken. No amount of focused concentration could block out the noise of the office and my colleagues who, I discovered when I finally opened my eyes, had crowded around my desk, concern etched across their brows.

  Apparently, it wasn’t possible to close your eyes and stick your fingers in your ears without drawing a certain amount of attention, but I had been deeply immersed in my moment of mindful meditation and would have been happier if they’d just left me to it. That said, I supposed I should have been grateful that my team had even noticed my ‘absence’. Considering the week we’d had, I was surprised any of them actually cared for my wellbeing at all.

  ‘Oh, you are still with us then?’ Chris snapped.

  Not that Chris’s tone was particularly caring, but given the fact that it was now seven forty-five on a Friday evening, and we still had work to do, it was hardly surprising that tempers were frayed.

  ‘Where else would I be?’ I told him, as I smoothed my hair, sat up straighter and tried my level best to look, at least, present.

  It wasn’t easy when I could still hear the call of the sea in the distance and imagine the warmth of the sun on the back of my neck. My body might have been behind my desk in the offices of Tyler PR but my mind was very much elsewhere. Every atom of me was craving the freedom of a holiday, a three-day minibreak even, but as senior project manager in my father’s firm the chances of that happening were pure fantasy.

  Judging by the enormity of my current workload, it was looking more and more likely that I would end up sacrificing the larger chunk of my holiday entitlement again this year. I couldn’t deny that my role came with what looked like, on paper at least, an extremely generous holiday quota, but I had never managed to take it all. In fact, the higher up the pay scale I had worked so tirelessly to climb, the less opportunity I’d had to recharge my batteries.

  And if I was being honest, that had been exactly how I liked it, especially during the last year and a half since my mother’s unexpected death. Powering through whatever life threw at me had felt like the right way to go then, but not now. Now I was in danger of a meltdown because I had the wherewithal to recognize that I was heading towards burn out and that marching on had brought me no closer to accepting my loss at all.

  Conversely, my father had no idea about my fragile mental state. He just noticed the parts of my life he wanted to and had always derived great pleasure in telling his contemporaries that he was incredibly proud of my commitment to the business. He abhorred nepotism, had consequently made me work twice as hard as everyone else to prove myself and loved the fact that my work ethic matched his own. He was completely clueless that this latest project had brought me to the brink and had me dreaming of an escape even during my waking hours.

  ‘We thought you were going to pass out,’ frowned Lucy, my assistant, as she handed me a glass of water and fanned me with a file.

  ‘You thought she was going to pass out,’ tutted Sonya, another colleague.

  Relatively new to the role, efficient and eager, Lucy had a tendency to flap when the stress ramped up but I was working on ways to calm her. A cool and collected head was needed in this business, even if only on the outside.

  ‘I’m fine,’ I said, taking a sip of the water and waving the file away. ‘I was just gathering my thoughts.’

  ‘Come up with anything useful?’ Chris asked.

  He didn’t sound very hopeful and I knew he was desperate to get home. We all were, but we needed to have a damage limitation strategy firmly in place before we thought about our plans for the weekend. Not that I was particularly looking forward to mine.

  ‘Possibly,’ I nodded. ‘Meet me in conference room one in twenty minutes.’

  *

  As usual, I was the last to leave and it was almost midnight before I let myself into my apartment, kicked off my heels and poured a glass of restorative wine. Had anyone believed that being the boss’s daughter came with perks I could have quashed their assumptions with any one of my time sheets from the last few months.

  I couldn’t remember the drive home. My mind had been miles away from the road – not at the seaside this time – but trawling through the atrocious pics in the red-tops which had sent my week into a tailspin. What had the guy been thinking? I ignored the sharp knotted-up pain in my stomach and flopped down on the sofa.

  When I had interviewed for the job in Dad’s public relations firm, after graduating with a first in marketing seven years ago, I could never have foreseen that I would be trying to untangle anything like the mess which had descended during the last few days.

  When I had been tasked with nothing more taxing than the morning coffee round and the daily sandwich order (Dad was a firm believer in learning the business from the bottom up), I had dreamt of working with prestigious clients on million-pound projects and taking on the unusual role of matching their specifications to the perfect ‘celebrities’ to endorse their brands, but had I known that my biggest project to date was destined to go belly-up just weeks before it was due to launch, I would have stuck to ordering the egg and cress.

  ‘Shit,’ I muttered, spilling some of the wine as my mobile began to trill, dragging me back to the present and making me jump.

  I picked up my bag with my free hand and shook it out on the sofa, scattering the contents and at the same time praying it wasn’t more bad news. I shuddered as I recalled the graphic images of my high-profile footballer with his tongue down the throat of some scantily clad girl, splashed across the front pages.

  The clever journalist had put them alongside the studio image of him with his wife and daughters which I’d ensured was released just days before to further bolster his ‘reformed character’ image ahead of the family values advertising campaign my client had employed him for. It had been the ultimate humiliation, and not just for his wife and girls.

  ‘Dad,’ I said, when I eventually located my phone. ‘Hi.’

  ‘All sorted?’

  As ever, he was straight down to business. Sometimes I found it hard to believe that the father he had turned into was the same, formerly so laid-back one who carried me about on his shoulders when I was little.

  ‘I think so.’

  ‘You think so?’

  I felt myself bristle.

  ‘We’ve done all we can for now,’ I added a little tartly. ‘We have a plan in place and I’ll pick it up again on Monday.’

  ‘Oh right,’ he said. ‘There was no way of wrapping it up tonight?’

  ‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘I couldn’t reach any of the advertising team after ten, so we thought we’d call it a day.’

  Truth be told, for the sake of my team’s sanity, I hadn’t tried to ring out again after our last in-house meeting of the evening.

  ‘And you’re sure you don’t want me to step in?’

  ‘Absolutely not.’

  Of course, I didn’t want him to step in. How ridiculous would that make me look? He was quiet for a second and I held my breath. For an awful moment I thought he was going to say he was going to anyway.

  ‘I’ll see you tomorrow then,’ he eventually said.

  I slowly breathed out and closed my eyes. Now I was the quiet one.

  ‘You still there, Tess?’

  ‘Yes,’ I answered, clearing my throat, ‘yes, I’m still here.’

  It was me who had broached the subject of sorting through Mum’s things. It was me who had insisted we had to make time in our packed schedules to start properly going through everything. I had read somewhere that the process could be cathartic, offer some level of closure and I could definitely do with a dose of that, even just a small one.

  Initially, Dad had kept saying that it wasn’t a good time, but I had quickly countered his argument by pointing out that it never would be and he had reluctantly agreed to setting the date for this weekend. It was ironic that after all my reading up on the subject, I was now the one who wasn’t ready.

  It was now heading towards two years since Mum had died of a heart attack that no one had seen coming, but she was still everywhere. Her clothes still hung in the wardrobes, her jewellery was all laid out and sometimes, in her bathroom, I could still smell Chanel. It was utterly impossible to believe that she was gone for ever when her possessions appeared poised to welcome her back. It was impossible to believe that she was gone for ever when I hadn’t spent anywhere near enough time with her in recent years. Had I known the sand in her hourglass had all but run out I would have ensured things had been different.

  In my heart, she would always be the woman from my childhood. The smiling mum on the beach in her yellow sundress with her hair in a ponytail and a book in her hand, but in my head, I knew she hadn’t been that woman for years. As the business had grown, she, like Dad, had turned into a completely different person. A person it was too late for me to get to know now.

  ‘You’d better come early,’ said Dad, ‘there’s a hell of a lot to do.’

  *

  I didn’t stop to pick up a paper the next morning and I didn’t turn my phone back on again either. If there was more bad news to come about my failing footballer, then I wanted to delay hearing about it for as long as possible.

  I pulled off the road, onto the gravelled drive and buzzed the intercom. The iron gates swung slowly inwards and I drove through. The impressive house, set among towering oaks, hadn’t been our original family home. Up until my late teens, we lived in a three-bed detached, but my parents then felt this prestigious corner of Essex was more befitting the stylish new Tyler image when the business began to thrive.

  It was beautiful, but far too big. Dad had no need for the five en suite bedrooms but Joan (the housekeeper) and her husband, Jim (the gardener and handyman) were happily ensconced in the staff flat and I knew Dad would never leave. As far as he was concerned, the house was the icing that crowned his success, even if he could only occupy a fraction of it at a time.

  ‘Tess,’ he said, striding out to meet me as I cut the engine, ‘here you are at last.’

  It was barely eight, hardly the latest of starts for a weekend which followed an extremely stressful week.

  ‘Any more news?’ I stole myself to ask.

  ‘Nothing in the papers this morning,’ he said.

  ‘Thank god,’ I exhaled, my shoulders dropping a good three inches.

  ‘Breakfast!’ Joan called from the kitchen.

  ‘Have you eaten?’ Dad asked, guiding me towards the house.

  ‘Not since yesterday morning.’

  He nodded but didn’t say anything. He had never understood how stressful work situations curbed my appetite, because they fuelled his. The smell of bacon wafting through the house made my very empty stomach grumble and the knot of pain tightened in response. It was a vicious circle – my anxiety stopped me eating and the resulting cramps made it too painful to eat.

  ‘To be honest, Dad,’ I blurted out, before I had a chance to check myself, ‘it might be longer than that. I’m really not sure I can carry on working like this.’

  Given how quickly he had sent me to have my heart checked after we lost Mum, surely he would get the gist of what I was trying to say. It had been an intense few months – long working days and almost impossible deadlines – and I feared that if I didn’t slacken the pace soon, I would end up doing myself some irreparable harm. After this current campaign was in the bag, I really was going to have to take a break. Surely, he would understand that?

  ‘Of course you can,’ he said stoically, drawing himself up to his full height as we stepped into the palatial kitchen. ‘You’re a Tyler, Tess. We don’t give up, remember? We thrive on stress. Our ability to power through is what keeps us one step ahead of the competition.’

  I wanted to point out that I used to thrive on stress. Channelling my grief into my work was the very thing that had given me the strength to put in the increased hours, but now my mental as well as my physical energy was spent. I’d had enough and if I was being honest (to myself at least), it wasn’t just my grief that I was struggling with.

  More and more often I was having to justify, cover up and even lie about certain so-called celebrities’ lifestyles and behaviours in order to make them an attractive enough proposition to match with our clients, and I didn’t like doing it. The pay cheque my position in the firm afforded me might have given me a fabulous car and an admirable apartment, but what did any of that matter if I couldn’t sleep at night?

  ‘Look,’ he said, when I didn’t defer to his tough Tyler ethos, ‘maybe you shouldn’t be so hard on yourself. You dropped the ball this time, but—’

  ‘Dropped the ball?’ I interrupted.

  I knew I sounded indignant but, surely, he wasn’t going to try and pin the footballer’s fall from grace on me?

  ‘It was his agent who gave him leave to go out and celebrate those goals,’ I said defensively. ‘I had no idea—’

  ‘But you should have,’ Dad interrupted, ‘and you know it. You should have known his schedule better than your own.’

  I bit my lip to stop myself announcing that I was sick of babysitting adults who should know how to behave. This was clearly not the time to try and get my point across. The day was going to be tough enough and I didn’t need to fall out with ‘the boss’ on top of everything else.

  ‘Well, he’s on a tight leash now,’ I said instead, swallowing down my annoyance. ‘He won’t be straying again.’

  ‘But you can’t use him for the campaign, Tess,’ Dad countered. ‘The public won’t have an ounce of faith in him now.’

  I thought of the elaborate damage limitation plan my team had been working on late the night before.

  ‘But—’

  ‘No buts,’ said Dad, holding up his hand before I could explain. ‘We have the Tyler reputation to think of and I know you said not to, but I did make a couple of calls last night. I think Vicky Price might be a possibility.’

  ‘Vicky . . .’

  ‘Price. She plays football for England and is available to step in.’

  I knew who she was, I just couldn’t believe Dad had ‘stepped in’ when I’d specifically asked him not to.

  ‘She’s just had her second baby and I thought it would be an interesting twist to have a woman spearheading the project. Her agent was very keen.’

  ‘Have you approached the advertiser?’ I asked.

  ‘No, I thought I’d leave that to you,’ he said bluntly, piling the eggs Joan had scrambled on to a plate. ‘Now come on, eat up.’

  I couldn’t believe he had gone ahead and done that. Bringing Vicky Price in was an inspired idea, but in doing it he had made me look completely inept.

  *

  After some cajoling from Joan, I did manage to eat a modest breakfast which was just as well, given the amount of work involved in sorting through Mum’s things. Had my belly stayed empty I would have probably ended up keeling over.

  ‘Half of this hasn’t even been worn,’ Dad grumbled, as he shifted outfit after outfit into the hanging boxes sent by the charity taking the clothes. ‘These have all still got the labels on.’

  He was right and flicking through them I could see the amounts Mum had spent was breathtaking. The charity would make a fortune at the fashion show they were holding later in the year to auction off their very best donated stock.

  ‘No wonder her credit cards were always stretched to the limit,’ Dad moaned on. ‘Your mother had transformed into a professional shopper.’

  I wanted to point out that her retail habit was most likely born out of boredom and all the hours she spent alone, but I didn’t. I had been hoping Dad might have felt able to express his grief once we started going through everything, but watching him move perfunctorily from one packing box to another, I wasn’t sure he felt any. Watching him move swiftly along the rails without a single lingering look made me feel incredibly sad.

  ‘No sign of the yellow sundress,’ I sighed in the hope that harking further back might evoke an emotional response.

  ‘The what?’

  ‘The dress Mum always used to wear to the beach when we holidayed in Wynmouth, remember?’

  Dad straightened up. He looked wistful for a moment but then frowned.

  ‘Your mother was a different woman back then,’ he said stiffly.

  ‘And you were a different man,’ I muttered under my breath.

  I knew my parents’ marriage hadn’t always been as perfect as the one they projected to the outside world but Dad’s apparent indifference was hard to take.

  ‘She probably parted with that dress the day she charged her first designer handbag, Tess.’

  I nodded, but didn’t say anything further.

  Looking at the packed rails of clothes brought a lump to my throat and made me realize I hadn’t spent anywhere near the amount of time with Mum as I had in the office with Dad. I hoped she hadn’t thought I had in some way ‘sided with him’ because I worked for him. I had always assumed that there would be plenty of time for us to catch up, but her fragile heart had other plans.

  ‘Well, I have to say,’ sighed Joan, as she appeared with a tray bearing cups of tea and a plate of biscuits just in time to stop me getting too maudlin, ‘it doesn’t look as if you’ve made much headway.’

  ‘We haven’t,’ I said, looking around. ‘I thought we’d be finished in here today, but we’ve barely scratched the surface.’

  ‘This is going to take far longer than just one day,’ said Dad, piling jewellery boxes and a small trunk next to the door. ‘Surely you realized that?’

  I shrugged. It was beginning to feel like he’d done nothing but find fault with everything I’d said since the moment I’d arrived.

  ‘You look all in,’ he went on. ‘Why don’t you take this lot and go through it at yours?’

  The lure of a long hot bath and a bedtime before midnight was very appealing and I was grateful that he had noticed I was flagging, even if he did make it sound like yet another flaw.

  ‘Are you sure?’

  ‘Yes,’ he insisted. ‘You’ll need to be rested and raring to go Monday morning, won’t you?’

  *

  I tossed and turned that night and ended up dozing in bed for the larger part of Sunday morning. When I did eventually get up, I flicked through the TV channels to drown out the persistent buzzing in my head, finally settling on a show about couples looking to escape the rat race and settle in the country.

  After coffee, I turned my attention to the small trunk Dad had packed into my car along with Mum’s jewellery collection. I was surprised to discover it was full of what looked like mementos – notebooks, letters, paintings I had presented her with as a child – not the sentimental sort of things I had associated with her at all in recent years and I felt the hot prickle of tears begin to gather behind my eyes. A photograph album caught my attention and I pulled it out and settled back on the sofa.

  ‘Oh, for pity’s sake,’ I sniffed, as I scanned through the snaps.

  There were dozens of Mum, Dad and me on holiday in the very place I had been dreaming of escaping to ever since my stress levels had started to get the better of me. Wynmouth on the Norfolk coast might not have been the dream holiday destination for most, but to me when I was growing up, it was utter perfection. Not just the little place itself, but the feeling of heady happiness it always instilled within me.

  It had been a very long time since I had felt that kind of uncomplicated contentment. These days my pleasure levels were derived from beating someone else to the punch or muscling in on a project a rival firm had been hoping for. There was nothing straightforward or wholesome about my happiness now.

  I had been a teenager the last time we visited Wynmouth and Mum and Dad were amazed that I could still be amused with a stroll along the beach and a forage among the alien rockpool worlds. There were no arcades, no fast food outlets, no noisy fairground rides, but there had been something, the sudden fluttering in my chest reminded me, to hold my teenage attention. I carried on flicking through the pages until I found one photo in particular.

  ‘I wonder,’ I mused, setting the album aside and reaching for my laptop.

  It didn’t take long to find what I was searching for. Crow’s Nest Cottage in the heart of the sleepy village had always looked like the perfect holiday rental to me, hence my insistence that I was photographed standing in front of it.

  Built next to the pub and just a stone’s throw from the dip down to the beach, it was a higgledy-piggledy little place, but full of charm. We had never stayed there. The limited holiday fund my parents had then was just enough to secure us one of the few static caravans on the clifftops outside the village, but I had always promised myself that I would stay at the cottage one day and here it was, still listed as holiday accommodation.

  My fingers lingered over opening the availability enquiry form. Was there even a slim chance that I would be able to convince my father that now was a sensible time for me to take a break, and if I somehow did, would Wynmouth be the same? Would it be capable of filling me with that same sense of calm? Because that was what I was desperate for. That was what I was craving every bit as much as the invigorating sea air. Throwing myself into my work hadn’t helped me get over losing Mum, but perhaps Wynmouth would.

  Then I remembered the hasty departure surrounding our last holiday. Dad had insisted on packing up and leaving early, saying an unmissable work opportunity had come up and it was imperative that we left straightaway.

  ‘It’s the opening of a lifetime,’ he had said, urging us to pack. ‘A chance to really put Tyler PR on the map.’

  Whatever the opportunity was – I was too heartbroken to care – it must have succeeded because by the following year the business was flying and we had spread our holiday wings far further than Norfolk. We had never returned to Wynmouth and yet it was still the place I dreamed of, the very spot my moments of mindful meditation always led me back to.

  My phone began to ring and I reached for it.

  ‘Have you seen the Sunday papers?’ Dad barked, the second I answered.

  ‘No,’ I swallowed. ‘What is it?’

  ‘Your man’s been on another bender and his wife’s thrown him out.’

  I took a moment to take a deep breath. It was in no way soothing.

  ‘I’ve got my laptop right here,’ I said with an urgency I didn’t feel as I opened a new tab next to the Crow’s Nest Cottage page, ‘if you send me the address, I’ll email Vicky Price’s agent and the advertiser straightaway.’


  

  Chapter 2

  Even before I ended the call from Dad, I knew that it would be impossible to take off anytime soon, but I still submitted the cottage availability form. It was my misguided attempt to fool myself into thinking that I was putting some sort of self-care practice into action.

  Vicky Price, her agent and the advertiser were thrilled with the prospect of us all working together, but the other guy, now back in rehab, and his increasingly belligerent agent, were less than impressed by the turn of events. It was beyond belief that either of them could really think that he was still right for the job, but they did, and their grumbling had rapidly turned into threats of legal action. We had a watertight contract in place to ensure that couldn’t possibly happen, but the mere mention of bad press for Tyler PR had sent my father marching along the warpath and given me a migraine to end all others.

  ‘Are you going home?’ Lucy asked me, late on Tuesday afternoon. ‘I really think you should, you look absolutely dreadful.’

  Not only was I battling a sledgehammer attacking my fragile skull, but I was feeling increasingly nauseous too and the office lights were hurting my eyes. My brain felt far too swollen to fit my head and no number of painkiller combinations had helped.

  ‘Lucy’s right,’ said Sonya, eyeing me with a frown. ‘You should go, Tess. We can manage until tomorrow.’

  If Sonya was telling me to go home, then I must have looked really bad. The last thing I wanted was to desert my post, but I had no choice. I had exhausted every avenue of trying to cope with the pain and nothing had helped.

  ‘All right,’ I caved. ‘I’ll go, but if anything happens, you ring me, okay? I’ll keep my phone turned on and I’ll be in even earlier tomorrow.’

  When I arrived home, I checked my emails. There was one from someone called Sam about the cottage.

  
    Thank you for your enquiry regarding the possibility of staying in Crow’s Nest Cottage.

    The cottage has already been booked for the two weeks you specified. Apologies for any disappointment this may cause.

  

  Given everything else I had to worry about, I felt far more disappointed than I probably should have and even though I knew it was pointless I sent a reply anyway.

  
    Hi Sam. Thank you for letting me know. Is it available any time during June or July?

  

  *

  I had hoped to find myself back on top form the following morning, but what I discovered when I opened my eyes was that the world had shifted on its axis and my head was spinning.

  ‘Don’t you think you should call the doctor?’ asked Lucy, when I eventually managed to find a position that stopped the dizziness long enough for me to dial her home number.

  ‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘It’s just a bit of vertigo. I’ve had it before.’

  ‘I can drive you to the surgery,’ she carried on regardless. ‘It’s no bother.’

  ‘Honestly, Lucy, there’s no need.’

  ‘But you had a migraine yesterday,’ she pointed out, as if I needed reminding. ‘I really think you should get checked out.’

  ‘I promise you, it’s not a problem,’ I said soothingly. ‘It’s an inconvenience more than anything,’ I added, thinking of the rotten timing, ‘and purely stress-related. It’ll pass the second we’re back to business as normal.’

  ‘Well, if you’re sure—’

  ‘I am,’ I interrupted, ‘but there is one thing you could do for me, Luce.’

  ‘Name it.’

  ‘Come and pick me up and drive me in.’

  ‘What?’

  ‘Drive me into work,’ I pleaded. ‘I can’t get behind the wheel. I wouldn’t be safe, but if you could get me to my desk and I sit relatively still I’ll be fine to carry on. I need to carry on.’

  There followed a sentence containing more than a few words that I would never have had down as being in mild-mannered Lucy’s vocabulary.

  ‘So that’s a definite no then?’ I sighed, when she eventually ran out of steam.

  Neither Chris or Sonya were up for it either so I spent a miserable morning trying not to move or worry too much about what was happening in my absence. I couldn’t help thinking that Chris was going to be in his element. As second in command he would no doubt be savouring the chance to make an impression.

  Early afternoon I heard a key turn in the lock.

  ‘It’s only me,’ Joan called out. ‘Stay where you are.’

  ‘What are you doing here, Joan?’ I asked, from my propped-up position on the sofa. ‘Not that it isn’t lovely to see you.’

  ‘Chris phoned and told your dad you were sick,’ she explained as she bustled in carrying a basket. ‘I know you’re like your father and you don’t do ill, so I wanted to check you were being sensible. I nabbed your dad’s key. I hope that’s okay?’

  ‘Of course,’ I said, remembering not to nod just in time. ‘But I’m annoyed with Chris for dobbing me in.’

  I’d had no intention of telling Dad I wasn’t well. I knew he was working from home, so my absence from the office for a few hours could have gone completely unnoticed, had it not been for my deputy’s meddling.

  ‘I don’t think he rang to cause trouble,’ said Joan, who always strove to see the best in everyone. ‘Apparently, he had some query about an urgent contract that needs signing off and didn’t want to disturb you. Ring any bells?’

  ‘Oh yes,’ I groaned. ‘A whole belfry full.’

  Chris was behaving exactly as I suspected he would. He was using my loss of balance to his advantage and had grabbed the opportunity to write himself into Dad’s good books. As the person who had taken him on and trained him up, I supposed I should have been proud of his ambition. Had I been in his position, I would have done exactly the same thing.

  ‘I thought I’d bring you some lunch,’ Joan kindly carried on. ‘Are you well enough to eat it?’

  ‘I’ll try,’ I said, knowing it would be pointless to say no.

  Still reeling from the second bout of vertigo I’d had in the last three months I really didn’t fancy the chicken soup she had taken the trouble to make; however, after the first few sips my stomach began to unclench and it was gone in minutes.

  ‘Thank you,’ I said gratefully, as she cleared up after me. ‘That was delicious.’

  ‘I thought it would be just the thing,’ she smiled, ‘and that it would be easier in a cup.’

  She was right, as usual.

  ‘So, what did Dad say about me being off work?’ I bravely asked.

  ‘Not much. When I told him I’d come here and check up on you, he said he’d call in at the office.’

  I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that.

  ‘He was muttering something about letting Chris oversee the contract as it needs to be dealt with quickly. The lad sounds like a very willing member of the team to me.’

  ‘Oh, yes, he’s that all right,’ I agreed, my mood deflating further.

  ‘Well, don’t you worry about it,’ said Joan.

  ‘I’m not worried,’ I shrugged. ‘Why would I be worried?’

  ‘There’s more to life than work you know,’ she carried on, squeezing my hand. ‘Not that I would ever let your father hear me say that of course.’

  We exchanged a conspiratorial smile and she began to gather her things together.

  ‘I’ll pop back again tomorrow,’ she said, heading for the door. ‘You make you sure you get plenty of rest. It sounds to me like everything’s under control.’

  Worryingly, it sounded like that to me too.

  *

  Having finally slept, after managing some more of the wonderful soup Joan had left, I was feeling much better the next morning. Not quite well enough to drive myself to work, but certainly less inclined to fall over whenever I stood up. However, rather than push my luck and book a taxi and risk a relapse I uncharacteristically decided to have another day at home. Joan’s words, coupled with my stirred-up memories of what my life used to be like, along with what had happened to Mum, had got me thinking, and I had surprised myself by coming to the hasty conclusion that, no matter what anyone said, I was definitely going to take a proper break.

  I didn’t want to let Dad or the business down, but this latest dose of dizziness had forced my hand somewhat and I had finally realized that if I didn’t want either my mental or physical health to suffer further then I was going to have to properly rethink my priorities and strike a better work/ life balance. I couldn’t just keep thinking about it, conning myself into believing that would be enough, I needed to get on and make it happen. But not in Crow’s Nest Cottage . . .

  
    Thank you for your further enquiry. Crow’s Nest Cottage will not be available from the end of May as it is being withdrawn from the holiday rental market. Should you still wish to stay in the area, do let me know and I will recommend other accommodation, further along the coast.

  

  As sad as it was, that was the end of that, because if I couldn’t stay in the cottage, I would rather not revisit Wynmouth at all. Determined not to have my resolve to take a break thwarted, however, I decided I would jet off to somewhere far-flung and exotic instead.

  ‘How are you feeling?’ asked Joan, when she arrived with yet more edible treats and a bunch of yellow roses cut fresh from the garden.

  ‘Better,’ I said, ‘almost one hundred per cent.’

  She didn’t look convinced, but I meant it, even if I did still look a bit peaky. Even just making the decision to get away had done me no end of good.

  ‘There now,’ she said, once she had finished stocking the fridge. ‘That looks more like it.’

  I had to admit the shelves had been a bit Old Mother Hubbard prior to her arrival. Wilting watercress and almost-out-of-date skimmed milk weren’t exactly set to contribute much to aiding my recovery.

  ‘Any news from the frontline?’ I asked, while she artfully arranged the roses in a vase before lifting Mum’s trunk on to the sofa so I could properly sort through it without having to bend down.

  ‘Your dad seems very taken with Chris,’ she told me.

  This came as no surprise and, if I played my cards right, might now end up working in my favour.

  ‘He says he’s a credit to you, Tess,’ she smiled. ‘That you’ve done an excellent job training him up.’

  That was a surprise and I was delighted to hear it, although it would have been even better coming from Dad.

  ‘Well,’ I smiled back. ‘At least I’ve done something right.’

  ‘You do everything right,’ Joan said firmly. ‘The way this chap has stepped up is proof enough of that.’

  And how fortuitous had that turned out to be? Chris had wasted no time in nailing his colours to the mast and, given my decision to pull my feet out of the ‘live to work’ mire and plant them in the ‘work to live’ meadow, that was to be applauded rather than resented. My accomplished deputy had presented his ambitious streak at just the right time.

  *

  Later that afternoon, I delved deeper into Mum’s trunk. Right at the very bottom and hidden under what looked like a sheet of lining paper, I discovered some A4 envelopes containing pages and pages of what looked like diary entries printed from a computer.

  Each sheet had a date at the top and as I flicked through, I could see that they were all in chronological order. A part of me was saying that whatever was printed on the pages I held in my slightly shaking hands was absolutely no business of mine at all and that I should put them back where I’d found them.

  However, there was another part, a stronger part as it turned out, which was whispering that this was most likely the last possible link I had with my mother and that I might discover something which would help me finally begin to come to terms with losing her. I sat and began to read the top sheet from the envelope which was dated the furthest back.

  I didn’t have to read too far down the page to realize that what I had discovered was far from comforting. Tears quickly blurred my vision and my breath caught in my throat.

  
    I saw them together last night and it tore my heart in two. I can’t talk to anyone about it, so I’m going to write about it instead. I need to express what I’m feeling somewhere and this feels like the safest place . . .

    They were in a restaurant on the other side of town. It was a different woman this time. She looked beautiful, so much younger than me . . .

  

  I dropped the page as if the words had burned my fingers. I had always known that women found Dad attractive. You only had to see how they reacted around him to realize that, but I hadn’t known that he had been tempted to stray beyond the marital bed. But that’s what these words Mum had written were suggesting, weren’t they? And looking at the number of pages spread out around me, this clearly wasn’t a one-off she was recording.

  For a while I sat in stunned silence and then my anger began to grow.

  I was floored by my father’s blatant hypocrisy. How could a man who championed family loyalty above everything else, treat his wife with such little respect? What gave him the right to keep banging on about family values and family first, when he had been seen out in a restaurant, wining and dining another woman who was evidently nothing to do with our family at all?

  I wanted to read more, but my head was beginning to spin again. I thought of Mum’s packed wardrobes. How she had put a brave face on things and presented a pristine façade to the world when the truth behind the mask was one of sadness and heartbreak. Up until now I had never really understood why Dad was incapable of grieving for her, but now I realized he hadn’t loved her at all.

  Suddenly I didn’t much care whether I was letting Dad down or if Chris was capable of running the office or not. I had to get away as soon as I could and I was going to take Mum’s diary with me.

  *

  I was back at work early the next morning and, following my mother’s example, I was immaculately made up, dressed to impress and ensconced behind my desk long before any of the others arrived.

  I had been hard pushed not to drive over to the house and confront Dad, but common sense won out. I wouldn’t be talking to him until I had read everything Mum had written and I had my emotions firmly back under control. All I wanted from this early appearance at the office was to maintain my composure and take off with my dignity intact.

  ‘Tess,’ said Chris, his confident stride across the floor faltering when he spotted me. ‘We weren’t expecting you in. Are you sure you’re all right to be here?’

  ‘Yes,’ I said as I briskly grouped together the papers on my desk. ‘Thank you. I’m fine now.’

  ‘What have you got there?’ he frowned, beadily eyeing the file.

  ‘The Vicky Price contract and paperwork.’

  ‘Oh.’

  ‘I wanted to make sure nothing had been overlooked.’

  ‘Now, about that,’ he swallowed, nervously running a finger around the inside of his collar.

  ‘It looks like you’ve thought of everything,’ I said, raising my eyebrows. ‘There’s nothing left for me to do at all.’

  ‘Well, your father thought it was best to act as quickly as possible, what with the advertiser clamouring to start filming the ads, and I—’

  ‘You,’ I said, cutting him off, ‘thought you would take advantage of the fact that I wasn’t around and claim a rather substantial victory for yourself.’

  His face began to turn an interesting shade of red.

  ‘Well, I wouldn’t put it quite like that,’ he objected.

  ‘How would you put it then?’

  I had spotted Lucy loitering in the doorway. Hearing my question, she backtracked and quietly closed the door. Chris opened and closed his mouth a couple of times like a fairground goldfish gasping for air in its plastic bag.

  ‘Come on, Chris, you’ll have to do better than that if you’re going to survive at Tyler PR,’ I said robustly. ‘You have to have an instant answer for everything, and the right one at that, if you want to continue impressing my father.’

  ‘I’m so sorry, Tess.’

  ‘Don’t apologize,’ I told him. ‘Never apologize. Mr Tyler would hate that.’

  ‘What?’

  The poor chap looked as though he didn’t have a clue what was going on.

  ‘Oh, it’s all right,’ I said, deciding he had squirmed for long enough. ‘I’m congratulating you, Chris. On a job well done.’

  ‘What?’ he said again, looking more like a fish out of water than ever.

  ‘Hats off to you,’ I said, putting the paperwork back into its folder and holding it out for him to take. ‘You saw an opportunity and you took it.’

  He didn’t say anything.

  ‘Had I been in your position, I would have done exactly the same. To tell you the truth, I probably would have been disappointed in you if you hadn’t.’

  He still didn’t look as though he believed me.

  ‘Dad is going be promoting you in no time,’ I told him. ‘Just make sure the digital contract matches the paper one exactly. You know the system glitches occasionally and that’s the last thing we want, wouldn’t you agree?’

  ‘Yes,’ he finally said, his voice cracking before he cleared his throat. ‘I was planning to cross reference everything this morning. It’s the reason why I’ve come in so early.’

  ‘You’re not that early,’ I said pointing at the office clock. ‘You need to set your alarm a bit earlier if you really want to get the jump on me.’

  The rest of the morning passed without incident. Lucy told me that Dad had left word the day before saying that he was going to work from home, which was a huge relief, and with the contract clutched tight in Chris’s competent hands I took some time that afternoon to trawl the internet in search of the perfect getaway, but it was easier said than done.

  The whole world was literally just a flight away but I couldn’t make up my mind where to go. I had all but given up on my search and was about to log out of my computer, when an email pinged into my personal inbox . . .

  
    Dear Miss Tyler, I’m mailing to inform you that Crow’s Nest Cottage has become available for the next two weeks due to an unexpected cancellation. I appreciate that it is extremely short notice, but if you could let me know if you are still interested in renting the cottage from this Monday – the 18th – I will be happy to renegotiate the price. Looking forward to hearing from you. Sam

  


  

  Chapter 3

  Needless to say, given my acknowledgement that I needed to look after myself and my recent discovery about Dad’s behaviour, I didn’t feel even a hint of guilt as I typed that I was indeed interested in taking the cottage for the next two weeks. My vertigo, coupled with Joan’s timely words about work and Mum’s heart-wrenching diary entries, were all the proof I needed that I was taking the right course of action and just in the nick of time.

  I was going to Wynmouth without a backwards glance, although not a clear conscience. I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to forgive myself for not spotting the signs of Dad’s philandering. I should have been there to support Mum but instead, I had been so obsessed with work, I’d been oblivious, but not anymore. I was going to spend the next two weeks re-evaluating my life and my relationships and get myself back on the right track. It was too late to make a difference with Mum, but learning the lesson would be the best way to respect her memory.

  I held my breath as I dialled the home number to make my excuses for not being able to carry on clearing Mum’s things as we’d planned when I left the weekend before and prayed that Dad wouldn’t be the one to answer.

  ‘The Tyler residence.’

  It was a relief to hear Joan’s voice. Explaining to her that I still wasn’t up to scratch would be a doddle and, if she relayed my message, then I wouldn’t have to speak to Dad at all. I could send him a text on Monday saying that Chris was in charge and that I would be back at work in a fortnight. Simple.

  ‘Hi Joan,’ I said, ‘it’s me.’

  ‘Tess, love,’ she said, quickly dropping the formal tone. ‘How are you feeling? Did you go to work today?’

  ‘Yes,’ I swallowed, ‘yes I did, and I think I overdid it a bit.’

  It was only a little bit of a lie. I was pretty tired.

  ‘There,’ Joan tutted. ‘I told you not to rush back, didn’t I?’

  ‘I know.’

  ‘I take it you won’t be coming tomorrow then,’ she stated, rather than asked. ‘I’ll tell your father not to expect you.’

  ‘Thanks, Joan.’ I smiled. She was certainly making it easy for me. ‘I appreciate that. I’ll see you soon.’

  ‘Not that soon, I suspect,’ she said shrewdly. ‘You take care, Tess, love and don’t worry about your father. Or work.’

  ‘I won’t,’ I whispered and hung up.

  With the scene set, and my booking confirmed, all I had to do when I got up Saturday morning was prepare for my secret getaway. Having not taken a holiday for so long, my causal wardrobe was somewhat depleted, but a whirlwind shopping trip soon rectified that.

  My appetite had made an unexpected comeback thanks to Joan’s coaxing and I ate my way through most of what she had loaded into the fridge as I packed my bags and then settled down on Sunday to prepare emails for Chris and Lucy. I explained what to expect in my absence and apologized for not letting them in on the finer details of my short-notice departure. The less they knew, the less my father would be able to get out of them.

  By the time I had scheduled the emails to be sent the next morning – when I would be winging my way to Wynmouth – I was feeling a little nervous. Or was I excited? It had been so long since I had done anything so self-centred, anything that didn’t revolve around work, that I really couldn’t be sure. My current mental state was hard to pin down, especially as Mum’s diary had added its own unique layer of turmoil to it, but Wynmouth would soon set me straight. I hoped.

  *

  The journey to my personal paradise should have taken no more than three hours, but I was behind the wheel for nearer five. Not one, not two, but three crash clear-ups had hampered my stretch of motorway journey and I was well into Cambridgeshire before I started to notice the change in the scenery. It felt like an age since I had slowed down enough to look at green things growing.

  A little further on I crossed the final county line and drove deep into Norfolk. Eventually, the first signpost directing me towards Wynmouth came into view and I swallowed down a lump in my throat as I tried to quell my mixed emotions.

  ‘Home sweet home,’ I whispered as I slowly pulled into the village and the sun, which had been positively shining down all morning, disappeared from view. ‘Well, for a couple of weeks anyway.’

  The bank of grey cloud blowing in from where I knew the sea was waiting for me to spot it could have dampened my spirits, but I didn’t let it. After all the waiting and remembering, I was finally here. I had finally found my way back to the one place in the world where I had always felt happy and the sun always shone, in my mind at least.

  I let down my window and breathed in a lungful of the longed-for salt-laden air as I drove around the large expanse of grass known predictably as The Green and smiled at the wooden sign featuring an image of a tall ship in full sail. The paint wasn’t quite as bright and pristine as I remembered and there was a definite lean to the stake which secured it, but I knew a sailor featured too and that there was a legend told about him on stormy nights. I couldn’t recall the details but hoped to be reacquainted with them soon.

  The picturesque row of traditionally built brick and flint shops caught my eye next and looked comfortingly familiar, although perhaps a little smaller and certainly quieter. I scanned around but there wasn’t a soul in sight. It was quite deserted, but then given the gathering clouds perhaps the locals had headed home in case it rained, and of course it wasn’t the school holidays yet which would no doubt make a difference to numbers too.

  I carefully swung the car around the tight bend which would lead me to the Smuggler’s Inn pub, my long-coveted Crow’s Nest Cottage and then a view of the beach.

  ‘I can see the sea!’ I shouted in the timeless tradition, even though there was no one to hear me.

  The road dipped gently down – and the stretch of beach I had been dreaming about finally came into view. It was only the narrowest of glimpses between the two rows of houses lining the lane, but it made my heart skip nonetheless.

  With no one behind me I slowed the car to a stop, pulled on the handbrake and took it out of gear. The little lane was single track, one way only and, in my opinion, offered the prettiest slice of coastal view in the whole of Norfolk. I could see the pub on the left and knew my cottage was just beyond it but set back a little with the tiniest garden and picket fence in front.

  On the other side there was a row of what would have once been fishermen’s terraced cottages. There were half a dozen or so, also built in the traditional style and from local materials, and I hoped they weren’t all given over to the holidaying masses. Hypocritical I know as I was a holiday-maker myself, and I also knew that a village like Wynmouth needed to make ends meet. But I hated the thought of the place being devoid of local families, and bursting at the seams with tourists during the summer and then abandoned and boarded up in the winter.

  It was all about striking the right balance, but aware of the soaring real estate prices on such picturesque properties in other places along the coast, I knew that most definitely hadn’t been achieved. The scales were weighted firmly in the holidaymaker’s favour there.

  A sharp toot behind me brought me back to my senses and I waved a hand in apology to the impatient-looking chap on a tractor. At least there was one fisherman still in the village then. The old tractors, rust-riddled affairs thanks to the saltladen sea air, were used to pull the little boats up and down the beach and in and out of the sea.

  ‘Sorry,’ I called as I pulled away and indicated left, but I don’t think he heard me.

  He had inched so close to my bumper that I didn’t think he could see my indicator either, but he must have known where I was going. There really wasn’t anywhere else, unless I wanted to take the car beachcombing. Focused on making the tight turn without scraping my paintwork, I hadn’t been able to look at the cottage as I squeezed by but it didn’t matter. I would be turning the key in the lock soon enough.

  Fat raindrops had started to fall as I pulled into the pub car park and unloaded my bags and by the time I had walked back around to the lane and negotiated the incline up to the cottage it was falling faster, but it didn’t stop me taking a moment to admire the riot of colourful flowers in the front garden or the brick and flint façade.

  The cottage was every bit as beautiful as I remembered. As I wrestled with the gate, which was a little twisted on its hinges, and scrabbled about in the leaking porch, searching for the pot with the door key hidden under it, I felt extremely happy to be back in Wynmouth, even if it was raining and some of my memories were already being subjected to a little fine-tuning.

  ‘It’s under the one on the other side,’ said a woman’s voice close behind me.

  ‘Shit,’ I swore as I dropped the pot in my hand, and it landed on the step with a sharp crack.

  I picked it up and turned around.

  ‘Sorry,’ said the woman, who was loaded down with bags, ‘I didn’t mean to make you jump.’

  ‘And I didn’t mean to break this,’ I said, showing her the damage and feeling my face flush as I bit my lip. ‘It’s cracked all the way down one side.’

  ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said kindly, shaking her head. ‘I’m sure we’ll be able to glue it back together.’

  I set the pot aside, located the key and finally stepped into the cottage. The door opened straight into the bijou sitting room I had seen online. It was even cosier than I had imagined with a squishy sofa and chair, an old pine desk under the sash window and a well-stocked bookcase next to the brick fireplace which housed a log-burning stove. It was definitely tighter for space than I had imagined when I posed for my holiday snap.

  You would have been stretched to make it a comfortable holiday spot for two, unless you were in the first flush of romance and happy to live on top of each other. Not an emotion I had felt for a very long time. Relationships were another thing I had sacrificed in my quest to keep focused on my career. Anything beyond half a dozen or so dates – or sooner if things felt even remotely as though they were heading towards serious – were ruled out. I had disappointed a good share of men in recent years and my heart had taken a bit of a battering too. As a result, I was sworn off romance (although not uncomplicated sex with no strings attached), for good.

  I baulked at the thought that, if my interpretation of what Mum had written was correct, then I was like my father in that sense. I was certain that he and his lover could have managed to feel right at home with the compromised space in Crow’s Nest Cottage, but then quickly kicked the thought away. I would get around to the further details of Mum’s diaries at some point, but now was not the time. Now I wanted to enjoy getting to know the cottage which, given its dimensions, probably wouldn’t take long.

  I heard the woman with the bags follow me inside and breathe a sigh of relief as she put them down. For a moment I had a horrible feeling the cottage had been double-booked but then it dawned on me who she was.

  ‘You must be Sam,’ I said, confident that I had made the right assumption.

  ‘No,’ she smiled, quickly closing the door on the rain. ‘Sam’s the cottage owner and landlord of the Smuggler’s next door. I’m Sophie. I’m a friend of his.’

  ‘Oh,’ I said, glancing around the room again and this time noticing that things weren’t perhaps looking quite as perfect as they should. The sofa cushions definitely needed plumping and the shade on the table lamp was a little askew, ‘I see.’

  Sophie followed my gaze.

  ‘Sam had an unexpected appointment this afternoon,’ she explained, ‘so he asked me to welcome you. It’s just the finishing touches to see to now, but I’m sorry it’s not been done yet. It’s been a bit of a rush for me to get around. Usually Sam would see to everything himself and in plenty of time.’

  ‘Well, it doesn’t matter,’ I told her. Slightly flat cushions and a wonky lampshade aside, it was still lovely. ‘It looks great to me, even prettier than I imagined it would be.’

  Sophie looked relieved.

  ‘I’m Tess, by the way,’ I added. My excitement to have finally made it over the cottage threshold had momentarily robbed me of my manners and I had failed to introduce myself. ‘Tess Tyler. Though I’m guessing you know that already.’

  Just for a moment Sophie’s smile faltered.

  ‘Tyler?’ She frowned.

  ‘That’s right.’

  ‘Well, it’s very nice to meet you, Tess,’ she said. ‘Welcome to Crow’s Nest Cottage.’

  ‘Thank you. I can’t tell you how pleased I am to be here.’

  I was just about to go into how I had dreamed of coming back to Wynmouth for years, but a sudden rumble of thunder made us both jump and Sophie carried on the conversation before I did.

  ‘Sam was so pleased you could come at such short notice,’ she said as she quickly straightened the shade and flicked on the lamp and then turned on another next
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