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'Cleverly written. Powerful, shocking, totally believable'      Bestselling author Sheryl
BrowneThe perfect daughter…Jess Harper has spent her whole life trying to make her mum,
Abigail happy and proud. And everything Jess does, from the clothes she wears, the job she
has, the men she dates, are all approved by Abigail first.The perfect boyfriend…So when Jess
announces that she has a new man in her life – plumber Adam – Abigail is less than impressed.
'A plumber? Really, Jessica....' Adam encourages Jess to break free from her mum’s
manipulation, can’t she see what’s happening?The perfect mother….But Abigail is only doing
these things to keep Jess safe, to protect her from getting hurt again…isn’t she?Or the perfect
liar?Jess, caught in the middle, doesn’t know who to believe or trust. And then Adam vanishes
without trace.Now Jess is the police’s prime suspect and they want to know if Jess really is as
perfect as she seems….A gripping new psychological thriller for fans of Sue Watson, Shalini
Boland and S.E.LynesChillingly Compelling 5      Bestselling author Diane Saxon A brilliant
debut 5      Bestselling author Erin GreenFantastic read 5      Life coach and author Lisa
Phillips
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lied.I never used to lie. I never used to do anything my mother would disapprove of. I was a good
girl. A good daughter. A perfect daughter. At least, that’s what I tried to be.But perfect doesn’t
really exist.‘I love him.’ I paused. The word caught in my throat. ‘I loved him.’ It was amazing the
difference putting one little ‘d’ on the end of a word could make. It changed everything. Our
future had become the past with that one little letter. But it also made it less of a lie. I had loved
him. Once.The police officer shifted slightly in the armchair opposite. I could feel pity emanating
from him. It made me uncomfortable. I wasn’t used to pity.I had mastered the art of always
maintaining the appearance of being fine. Always just fine. It was a balancing act. A show I put
on for the outside world regardless of how I felt inside, like the smile I painted on with pink
lipstick each day. It was always the same shade, subtle and pale, nothing too bright. Never a
vibrant red. That would look too fake, as though I was trying too hard. It had to look natural.
Plausible.Except today. Today it wasn’t acceptable to look like I was fine. Today I was expected
to be sad, heartbroken and mournful.I twisted my hands together in my lap. I heard Mum sniff
beside me. She reached out and placed her hand on top of mine with a gentle squeeze. It was a
sweet gesture. Supportive. Motherly. She was letting me know she was there for me. But there
were no tears in her eyes, not for Adam. Never for him.She’d hated him. She’d made that clear
from the start. There was never any pretence with her. She wasn’t one to mask her feelings. She
said that would be insincere. False. A lie.Mum despised lies. To her there was nothing worse. It
was unforgivable. It didn’t matter what kind of lie it was. Big or small, it was irrelevant. A lie was a
lie. That was all that mattered.She had a sixth sense for them. She was like a human lie detector.
She always knew. Maybe I looked guilty and my fear betrayed me. Or maybe it was just that she
was too suspicious.Mum saw deception all around her. She didn’t trust anyone. Not even me.
Not even when I was innocent. Perhaps she saw something in me. I took a shaky breath. What
did she see in me now?The police officer cleared his throat. I squinted at his name badge, trying
to make out the letters from across Mum’s living room. I was sure he’d introduced himself when
he’d arrived. It had only been a few minutes ago and yet his name had evaporated from my
memory already. Ironic, really. There were so many things I would like to forget and yet they
stayed with me. Taunting me.And then there were other things; things that didn’t seem possible;
things I had no recollection of; but things that changed everything.‘Miss Harper, I’m sorry to have
to ask you this, but were there any problems in your relationship?’I blinked. I paused for a



moment, debating how to answer. ‘Is any relationship without problems?’He studied me carefully
and I tried not to shuffle under his gaze. Perhaps my response had been too reasoned. Too
formal.‘So there were problems?’I bit my lip. ‘Occasionally.’ I shrugged. ‘But nothing of any real
consequence.’ Another lie.‘How long had you known Adam?’‘We met in May.’ I smiled slightly at
the memory. Everything had been so different then. Our lives had been full of possibilities. New
relationships were like that; full of firsts. First date. First kiss. First lie. First betrayal.Nine months,
that’s all we’d had together. It didn’t seem much. Nine was such a small number. But when we
were together it had seemed like an eternity.2THEN‘Hi, Mum,’ I called as I turned the key and
pushed open her front door.‘Oh, you’re here, then.’My body tensed as I closed the heavy
wooden door behind me. Her unspoken ‘at last’ hung heavily in the air.I glanced at my watch:
6.08 p.m. I winced.‘Sorry, traffic out of Bournemouth town centre was—’Mum grunted, cutting
though my excuses. ‘The traffic wouldn’t be a problem if you left on time, Jessica.’I met her
penetrating blue eyes and tried not to squirm. ‘I know, but the meeting overran. It was only a
couple of minutes, but…’She rolled her eyes. ‘They know what time you finish. You should just
tell them that you have to leave. You’re letting them take advantage of you. They only pay you to
be there until 5.30 p.m.’I swallowed but said nothing. What could I say? She was right, of course.
I’d never been good at leaving dead on time. It just wasn’t that easy. Delays happened.
Sometimes I needed to finish what I was working on, or a meeting ran long. It wasn’t like I
planned to be late, but then it also wasn’t as though it was critical for me to leave exactly on time.
Was it?Most of my colleagues had kids to get home to. They had football practice, or dance
lessons to drive them to. And yet even they stayed sometimes. Whereas me… How could I
explain that I needed to be at my mother’s at 6 p.m. promptly without fail?Mum stood in the
kitchen doorway, watching me. She looked so sad and alone. Guilt churned in my stomach.
Those few minutes didn’t seem significant to me, but they mattered to her.‘I’ll be sure to leave on
time tomorrow.’She smiled and I felt my shoulders relax as I slipped off my jacket.‘When did you
buy that?’I froze at the sharpness of her tone. I frowned slightly, trying to catch up with the
change in conversation.I followed her gaze to my red top.‘You went shopping without me.’It
wasn’t a question, but an accusation.‘No. I mean, yes, but…’ I shook my head and let out a
feeble laugh. ‘It wasn’t like that. I met Karen for coffee in town last weekend and had a few
minutes to kill before my bus home.’‘I could have come with you.’ Mum’s voice was small and
dejected.My jacket weighed heavily in my hands. I’d hurt her.‘It was only a couple of minutes.’ I
tried to justify my neglect.‘I could have met you after you’d seen your friend. I wouldn’t have got
in the way. We could have gone for lunch and made a day of it.’ Mum lowered her gaze and
stared at the floor. ‘Unless you didn’t want me there…’‘No, of course I did. That would have been
nice. Lovely, even. In fact, we should do that.’ I was babbling. I knew it, but I couldn’t seem to stop
myself.It was the expression on her face that did it; pinched and pained. The hurt showed in the
hunch of her shoulders that made her seem smaller and more vulnerable. The realisation that I’d
made her feel unwelcome and unwanted tore at my heart.‘This Saturday?’ Mum stared at me,
her eyes wide and hopeful, watching me intently for any sign of hesitation.I smiled. ‘Yes,



absolutely.’ The agreement slipped easily from my lips as my mind raced. I was meant to be
meeting the girls from work for lunch on Saturday. I would have to cancel now. I’d just tell them
something had come up. They wouldn’t question it.‘You’re a good daughter.’I smiled, feeling a
warm glow wash over me. I was redeemed. My earlier thoughtlessness had been forgiven.‘I don’t
know what I’d do without you.’My smile wavered. She was pleased with me. I was still loved. And
yet there was an implication behind her words; a desperation. Beneath her appreciation I could
hear her unspoken words.You can never leave.I rubbed my arms as I shivered. The early
evening chill must have followed me inside.Mum nodded, a sharp, short nod of approval, and
then disappeared into the kitchen. I stared after her, feeling strangely unsettled. It wasn’t as
though I’d really wanted to go out with the office crowd anyway. Had I?I shrugged as I hung my
coat on a peg. Of course not. A mother and daughter day was far more ‘me’.Mum was already
sitting at the table when I walked into the kitchen. I glanced out of the window behind her and
smiled slightly. The sight of the ocean always comforted me. It was one of the things I loved
about this old house.I frowned and turned away. Perhaps more accurately, it was the only thing I
loved.‘I bought some minced beef. I thought we could have spaghetti bolognese tonight,’ Mum
said.I smiled and stifled a groan. So much for my plan of popping yesterday’s leftover
homemade chicken casserole into the microwave and giving me a night off cooking.‘Sure, why
not?’ I said with another shrug.I pulled a frying pan from the drawer beneath the hob and
rummaged through the fridge for the packet of minced beef. I tipped it into the pan to cook and
took a deep breath. Neither my evening nor my weekend were going to work out quite as I’d
planned, but at least I still had Friday night to look forward to. I felt a smile tug at the corner of my
lips. Just one more day and then—‘You’re very smiley this evening.’I heard the suspicion in
Mum’s voice.‘I got asked out on a date.’ I set a pan of water to boil, feeling like a teenager, full of
excitement and pride when a cute boy in my class had spoken to me.Mum stared at me, her lips
parted. ‘A date?’She questioned it as though she didn’t understand the words.‘By who?’I
laughed nervously, playing for time as I opened a tin of tomatoes and emptied them into a pan
with a sprinkling of herbs. I knew my response would elicit a reaction. I doubted it would be a
good one. There simply wasn’t a right answer to that question. Whoever the guy was, Mum
would find an issue with him.I took a deep breath. ‘The plumber.’Mum shook her head. ‘I’m sorry,
I thought you said the plumber.’I swallowed. ‘I did.’Her expression darkened. I shouldn’t have told
her. She didn’t need to know every detail of my life. And yet, somehow, she always did. She
knew how to draw information out of me, even things I’d promised myself I wouldn’t say.She
didn’t even have to try hard to get me to talk now. It was so ingrained in me. Her need to know
had become my need to tell her. She didn’t believe in secrets. That’s what she always said.We
don’t have secrets, Jessica. Not between us.It was too late now, though. I’d already opened the
door, inviting her judgement in.‘He came to repair the leak under my kitchen sink, and we just
got chatting.’ I clamped my mouth shut. Why did I always feel the need to justify myself to her?
Mum’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why would he be interested in you?’I froze. Some part of my brain was
telling me I should feel slighted and insulted by her question. But mostly all I felt was numb.My



mind raced for an answer, but I felt like I was swimming against the current, where my ability to
think was drowned out by one terrifying realisation. Mum was right. Mum was always right. What
would Adam see in me?‘Well, it’s not as though you’ll have anything in common,’ Mum
continued, giving weight to her question.‘We have lots in common.’ I grabbed hold of the lifeline
she had inadvertently thrown me, and felt a tiny glimmer of satisfaction. ‘We talked about music,
books and—’‘A shared appreciation of music is hardly enough for the foundations of a lasting
relationship.’I shook my head, refusing to let her dismiss the connection I’d felt to Adam. ‘It
doesn’t need to be. It’s just a date. We’ll get to know one another better then.’She stared at me,
her left eyebrow arched upwards.‘It’s just a date,’ I repeated. But I could hear the wobble in my
voice.‘You know you don’t attract the right sort of men. You’re too gullible. It always ends
badly.’My earlier happy glow had been doused by reality. Mum was right again. I was a magnet
for disastrous relationships. The guys always seemed okay at the start. Nice, normal guys and
then… I stirred the tomatoes with more force than necessary.Maybe it wasn’t their fault. Maybe it
was me. Could something about me drive them to it? Did I change them?I flinched as the
tomatoes spat at me, burning my hand.‘So when is this date?’‘Friday night.’ I glanced at the
clock hung over the kitchen door. Just over forty-eight hours to go. The tick-tick of the seconds
passing filled the silence. The countdown had begun.I swallowed. There was still time. I could
call him and cancel. He’d probably be grateful.‘I suppose you won’t be home for your dinner on
Friday, then?’Home.It had been years since I had lived here, but somehow this was still classed
as home. Mum was in denial that I had ever left, but then perhaps I hadn’t really. At least not
properly. I seemed to spend more time here than I did in my own apartment.I added the
spaghetti to the pan of boiling water. What if I didn’t cancel? It would be nice to have a meal
cooked for me for a change. It wasn’t as though anything was likely to come of it, but it would be
an evening out.‘Well, will you?’ Mum asked.I gave the tomato sauce another stir. ‘No.’ I smiled at
the certainty in my voice. ‘I won’t be here on Friday.’3NOW‘They were very happy together,’ Mum
said. ‘They had a very close relationship.’ She glanced sideways at me and I knew what was
coming. ‘If anything, it was too close.’The police officer arched his eyebrow. ‘How so?’I gazed out
of the window, watching the mist settle over Old Harry Rocks in the distance. A squawk caught
my attention as seagulls circled over the waves crashing beneath them. Is this how it felt to
them? To look down on the world below them, observing, but not participating?‘They were
inseparable. Jessica always did whatever he wanted, went wherever he wanted. Of course, she
was too preoccupied with him to bother about spending time with her own mother.’‘That’s not
true.’ Indignance surged through me as my attention jolted back to focus on Mum. I’d still spent
time with her. Not as much as I used to, but things were different. I’d had a boyfriend. I’d had… a
life.I slumped back against Mum’s sofa, as I realised just how much I had lost. Not just Adam, but
our life together. A life with someone by my side. A life where I wasn’t alone.Mum rolled her eyes
at me and patted my hand. ‘You were obsessed with him, dear.’ She turned back to the police
officer. ‘She was totally devoted to him. I don’t know how she’ll survive without him.’The police
officer’s gaze burned into me. He was weighing me up; judging me against Mum’s description.



Did I seem like the broken-hearted girlfriend who couldn’t survive without the love of her life?I
squirmed in my seat. Possibly not.I was sad. Of course I was sad. At one point I’d begun to think
we might have a future together. But I learnt a long time ago that people always let me down.
Adam was no exception. He’d just been a little harder to let go of.We’d had so much potential at
first. I’d truly thought that he was different, he was special.I was wrong.Was it fair to blame him
for it, though? Maybe if we’d met sooner, before my life had become jaded by lies and betrayal,
things might have been different for us. Maybe I would have been different.I let out a long sigh
and tugged at a loose thread on my blue sweater. Maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe I was destined
to become who I was and changing the past wouldn’t have prevented it. Perhaps the darkness
was always there, surrounding me, waiting…4THENI glanced around the crowded bar, my eyes
desperately searching the unfamiliar faces. Would I recognise him? Would he recognise me? Or,
for that matter, would he even spot me at this table, tucked away up the corner?I leaned forward,
hoping to find another table, a more visible one. But there weren’t any. It was standing room only
now, and that was assuming you didn’t mind being on close terms with your neighbours.I shrank
back in my seat. It was better here.Laughter erupted from a group near the bar. They cheered as
they clinked their glasses, sending beer and wine slopping on the floor. They certainly didn’t
seem to mind. Or perhaps they didn’t even notice. They were just happy to be done with work for
the week, and relaxing amongst friends with drinks in their hands. What else mattered?I turned
my glass of orange juice round on the wooden table before me, and tried to ignore the sticky
beer-stained rings that surrounded it. It seemed both my orange juice and I were out of place
here.Another cheer broke through the din, raising the volume another notch. Friday night had
been a bad idea for a first date. We’d never hear one another in here. I stared at the empty chair
opposite me. Not that it mattered. He probably wouldn’t even come. I was just taking up a table
unnecessarily.I checked my watch for the sixth time. It was still early. Too early. I sighed. My
desperate need to not be late had resulted in me being absurdly early. I rolled my eyes and sank
a little lower in my seat. I should at least wait until 7 p.m., just on the off chance that he actually
turned up on time; I couldn’t have him thinking I’d stood him up.‘Jess?’I practically leapt out of my
chair, and stared at him as I half stood, half stooped, vaguely aware that I was supposed to reply,
but my brain was preoccupied. He was here. He’d actually come.‘Sorry, I hope I haven’t kept you
waiting long.’I shook my head as I attempted to gracefully sink back into my chair. ‘No.’ I forced
the word out. ‘Not at all.’His gaze dropped to my half-drunk orange juice and he raised his
eyebrows.I attempted a casual shrug. ‘Well, maybe just a couple of minutes.’The corner of his
mouth twitched and I laughed.‘Okay, fine. So, I may have been ridiculously early.’ I held my
hands up in defeat. ‘I just hate being late.’Adam nodded. ‘Punctuality is definitely an admirable
quality, except…’I drew back slightly and swallowed, waiting for the criticism. ‘Except?’‘Except, it
kind of makes it hard for a guy to make a good impression by being early, when his date has
beaten him to it and bought her own drink.’I laughed again, as a little bit of tension ebbed away.
‘What can I say? I’m an independent woman.’The lightness withered from my smile as I spoke.
Was I independent, or was I just alone?‘Fair enough.’ Adam nodded. ‘But would this



independent woman like some company?’I bit my lip and gestured to the vacant chair, not
trusting myself to speak.He slipped his coat off and swung it over the back of the chair. ‘I’ll just
get a drink first. Can I get you anything?’I shook my head and lifted my glass with a nervous
laugh. ‘I already seem to have one, thanks.’Adam rolled his eyes and laughed before heading off
towards the bar. I watched him manoeuvre through the crowd with ease. I envied that. He didn’t
get stuck trying to squeeze through tiny gaps between people who were oblivious to his
presence. An ‘excuse me’, a nod and a smile were all it took and the crowd seemed to expand a
little to absorb him. They granted him passage as though he belonged there.Adam re-emerged
with a lager in hand in half the time it had taken me to get served, despite the fact that the pub
was even busier now. Not that I was jealous, of course.‘So, Jess, what do you do?’ Adam asked
as he sat down.‘I work in law.’‘Wow.’ Adam’s eyes widened as he leaned back in his chair
studying me. ‘I’m impressed.’I shook my head. ‘It’s probably less impressive than you think. I’m a
contracts assistant.’He frowned as confusion weighed on his brow.‘I spend all day submerged in
reading the fine print of business contracts, rather than going head-to-head in a courtroom.’‘Ah, I
see.’ Adam shrugged. ‘Still impressive, though. It just sounds a little more behind the scenes,
that’s all.’I smiled. I liked that way of putting it. Usually, people’s eyes glazed over when I said the
words ‘contract law’. My career instantaneously lost its intrigue and both it and I suddenly
became boring and dull.‘It’s a lot of red tape, really, but…’ I cringed. Why was I making it sound
worse?‘It’s important, though.’I blinked and nodded slowly. ‘Yes, it is.’ I sat up a little straighter.
‘One missed clause or badly placed word and it could open the firm up to a huge amount of
risk.’Adam leaned forwards on the sticky table, his dark brown eyes fixed on mine. ‘It sounds a lot
of responsibility.’‘It is, but I kind of like it.’ I shook my head. ‘Not the work itself exactly – to be
honest, that is incredibly boring. But I like the satisfaction of knowing it’s important, that what I’m
doing makes a difference to the company I work for. I’m protecting their interests. It makes me
feel like what I do matters.’I clamped my mouth closed, holding back the words that threatened
to escape.It makes me feel like I matter.I swallowed and forced a smile back onto my lips.‘I’m not
sure I could do your job, stuck sitting at a desk all day would drive me crazy. It’s so…’ Adam
frowned. ‘Confining.’‘Really?’ I raised an eyebrow. ‘I’d never thought of it that way.’ I studied my
glass of orange juice as I pivoted it on the table between us. There was something comforting
about the routine of going to the office five days a week. I knew what I was expected to do. How I
was expected to behave. What I was expected to be. There was a certainty to it that gave me
purpose.I tipped my head to the side. Or perhaps the routine just stopped me from having to
decide anything for myself.I glanced up at Adam. ‘Your job seems so unpredictable to me. I don’t
know how you plan anything when you have to slot travelling and emergency call-outs into your
day.’‘I like it that way. Always different. Never the same.’I shuddered. The mere idea was terrifying
to me. Adam’s eyebrows raised and I winced. He’d seen my reaction, he probably thought I was
being dismissive and rude about his career.I clasped my hands together on my lap. I needed to
say something positive. Something to detract from my thoughtless dismissal. ‘It must be
interesting, though, meeting new people every day, seeing a glimpse into their homes, their



lives.’ It was feeble, but at least it was sincere. I’d always been curious about other people, the
way they lived, who they were.Adam smiled. ‘It can be, but most of the time I end up twisted into
tight spaces and trying not to judge them on the cleanliness of their bathrooms.’‘Ah.’ I wrinkled
my nose. ‘So not exactly the highlight of your day, then.’Adam shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t say
that.’ He winked at me. ‘Sometimes you can end up meeting a fascinating person whilst fixing
her kitchen sink.’I laughed. ‘I hardly think I class as fascinating.’Adam tipped his head to the left
as he studied me. ‘I don’t know, I get the feeling there are hidden depths to you behind that
serious façade.’Heat crept into my cheeks. ‘And I get the feeling that I might not be the only
customer you’ve asked out on a date.’ I cringed as I spoke. I hadn’t intended to announce my
fear to him, but Mum was right, why would he be interested in me? He must meet so many
interesting people; interesting women, why would I stand out from them? I wasn’t beautiful or
sexy, I wasn’t even that interesting or funny. I was quiet and nondescript. My most distinguishing
attribute was my ability to blend in. I was like a chameleon that could hide in plain sight. Except I
never actually intended to hide. It wasn’t my aim, at least, not consciously. I wasn’t even sure
how I achieved it. Somehow I was just invisible.Yet, Adam had noticed me.‘You’re the first,’ Adam
said, as he raised his hand in a mock scout salute.My eyes narrowed and I studied him
dubiously.‘Seriously,’ he added. ‘Most of the time people try to ignore that I’m there. They might
offer me a cup of tea, sometimes without prompting, but that’s it. I’m just there to do a job. I’m an
inconvenience, a disruption to their routine. I try to keep out of the way and get the job done as
quickly as possible so I can get on to the next.’ He paused and his eyes met mine. ‘Until I met
you.’I shook my head and let out a nervous laugh.‘You’re lovely.’I waited for him to continue, but
he just smiled.There were no caveats, no clarifications, no suggested improvements. Just
lovely.I shuffled awkwardly, willing him to keep talking and move the conversation on, but his
comment just hung there between us. I cleared my throat. ‘But do you like being a plumber?’The
corner of Adam’s mouth twitched, at my avoidance of his comment. He shrugged. ‘It’s like any
job, I guess. It has its good days and bad days. But, yeah, for the most part, it’s okay. I like the
jobs that are a little different, though; not the same mundane repairs where you barely even need
to think.’I tipped my head to the right and studied him. ‘You like a challenge.’Adam chuckled. ‘I
guess I do. It makes life more interesting that way.’I nodded slowly, and resisted the urge to tell
him to be cautious. I knew better than most that interesting challenges weren’t always as they
seemed. Then again, perhaps he was exactly the kind of guy I needed. The kind of guy who
wouldn’t run when things got a little complicated.I sipped my orange juice. Maybe Mum was
wrong. Maybe this time I’d found exactly the right sort of man. Now all I had to do was convince
him that I was the right sort of girl for him.5NOW‘How…?’ My voice cracked and I took a breath.
‘How did it happen?’ It wasn’t a question I wanted to ask, but the policeman would expect it,
wouldn’t he?‘His van went off the road at Anvil Point.’I flinched at that name. It jarred against me.
It was a place I knew well. A place of beauty and serenity. Or, at least, it had been.‘But you
haven’t found his…’ I swallowed. ‘His body. You only presume he’s dead. There’s a chance…’ My
words trailed out. A chance for what? For him? For us? My shoulders sagged. We’d never really



had a chance. Not before, and certainly not now.‘The cliff there is…’ The police officer shifted in
the armchair again and cleared his throat. ‘The damage to the van was extensive. It’s unlikely
anyone could have survived a crash like that.’‘But you didn’t find him,’ I urged. I was clinging on,
even now. Despite everything, some part of me still couldn’t let him go. Not completely. Not yet.
But then that had been the problem, hadn’t it? I never had been able to let him go, even when I
should have.‘We’re searching, but when the tide changes it’s likely that, well…’Silence filled the
room.‘That he’ll wash ashore.’I cringed at Mum’s bluntness and closed my eyes, trying to hold
back my tears. But the darkness was consumed by images of Adam’s lifeless body, battered and
bruised, as it was tossed carelessly by the brutal sea. He’d deserved better. Better than that.
Better than me.‘Do you know why Adam was at Anvil Point?’I blinked my eyes open, dragging
myself back to the present. ‘He’d been doing bathroom renovations for the holiday cottages
there.’The police officer nodded and scribbled in his notebook.‘So it’s not unusual for him to be
there early on a Saturday morning?’I shook my head. ‘It was a big project, but he’d been keen
not to let it take him away from his regular clients. He’d worked out there most weekends for a
while.’At least he used to.I bit back the words that had sprung into my head.A memory niggled in
the recesses of my mind. Last weekend Adam had celebrated the completion of a successful
job. He’d been so happy to have his weekends back to himself.‘I thought he surfed at the
weekends?’Mum’s question startled me. She’d never seemed to pay any attention to Adam’s
interests or routines.‘He did. He hated missing it. The last few weeks had been torture for him.
Being away from the sea had driven him crazy. It was the thing he loved most.’More than he’d
ever loved me.I swallowed. ‘He tried to teach me once. But…’ I shrugged and tried to brush away
the memory. ‘It wasn’t really my thing.’The officer tipped his head to the right, curiosity etched in
his features. He wanted to ask more, I could tell. He wanted to know about Adam, about us.
What kind of man had Adam been? What kind of relationship had we had? Our stories were our
life, our history, our undoing.We’d worked for a while. We’d fitted together like pieces of a puzzle.
But it wasn’t enough.I wasn’t enough.I’d tried to be. I knew I had. But like my attempts at surfing,
I’d failed.‘Did Adam have a problem with alcohol?’The curtness of the question grated on me
and I frowned. Adam would hate to hear himself discussed like this. His life dissected. His habits
analysed. I shook my head. ‘He liked a lager, but not to excess.’‘Lager?’I swallowed. There was
something about the way the police officer repeated that word. Something dubious and
unsettling.‘We found an empty bottle of whisky in his van.’Whisky.The word jarred against me. It
was unnatural and wrong. I started to open my mouth to speak, but clamped it closed. Maybe
that wasn’t something the police officer needed to know. It would raise too many questions. He’d
want to know why Adam would drink something he didn’t like.Adam wasn’t the kind of man to do
anything he didn’t like. Not without a reason. Everything he did had a purpose, an intended
outcome, something to gain.What did he have to gain from drinking something he hated, whilst
driving clifftop roads where he had no reason to be?Nothing.But, like me, he had everything to
lose.6THENMy stomach churned as I stepped off the bus at Bournemouth square. It was only
May and already the town centre was chaotic with weekend visitors meandering aimlessly. I



glanced at the pub, just visible above the heads of the crowd before me. It wasn’t that far. My
fingers wrapped around the strap of my handbag, which hung from my shoulder, and I lowered
my gaze to the pavement ahead of me. I ploughed forward, sidestepping feet that veered
towards me. I could do this.I pulled open the door to the pub and stepped inside. It was still busy,
but somehow it seemed a little less daunting today. I lingered in the doorway, contemplating
where to sit, when a movement caught my eye. Adam was waving to me from the corner table
where we’d met yesterday.I headed towards him, slipping off my jacket as I walked, suddenly
feeling flustered and warm.‘You look amazing,’ Adam told me as his gaze travelled from my eyes
to my toes and back again.I laughed, and shuffled from one foot to the other. ‘Thank you,’ I
mumbled as heat rose to my cheeks. I wasn’t someone who heard good things about myself
very often.He frowned. ‘Why do you laugh? It’s true.’I shrugged. I was more accustomed to
criticism than compliments. I didn’t know how to take them. Worse still, I didn’t even believe
them. I was always sceptical. They were just words to say because he felt he ought to, because
custom dictated it, not because he meant them.‘Thank you,’ I repeated. What else could I
say?‘There’s nothing to thank me for. I’m just telling you the truth.’‘You’re early,’ I said, changing
the subject.‘Even earlier than you, you mean.’ He tapped his watch with a laugh. ‘Something tells
me neither of us will ever be late in this relationship.’ A pink glow crept into his cheeks. ‘I mean…
Not that this is…’I bit my lip and tried not to smile too broadly.This relationship.Is that how he
thought of it? Of us?We were only on our second date and he was already thinking in terms of a
relationship. It had been a slip of the tongue. He hadn’t meant it, of course. It was too soon for
that. But the fact he’d said it implied a possibility. A future.‘Plus, I was here early enough to get us
our table, before it got too busy,’ Adam continued.Our table.I smiled again as I slid into the chair
opposite him. We had something that was ‘ours’. I liked that.‘I got an orange juice for you, I hope
that’s okay?’‘Perfect, thank you.’ I nodded at the second glass of orange juice on the table. ‘No
lager today?’Adam shook his head. ‘Maybe later.’ He shrugged. ‘To be honest, I don’t drink that
much, and I never touch the hard stuff. I’m such a lightweight.’I lifted my glass. ‘Looks like you’re
in good company here.’He laughed, raised his glass and clinked it against mine. ‘I couldn’t agree
more.’We wandered down the stairs from the Odeon and out into the mild evening air.We
paused by the entrance. I waited for his goodbye. Would he hug me? Kiss me? Or maybe just
walk away with a casual wave and a cheery goodnight like yesterday?‘It’s still fairly early. Maybe
we could go for a walk on the pier?’ Adam asked.I smiled. ‘That would be nice.’Nice? Was that
all? I tried not to laugh as my heart pounded with excitement. Could he hear it? Could he hear
the relief in my voice? The hope?We wandered down the path beside the gardens in silence.
The tourists still lingered, but somehow their presence didn’t bother me as much now. The
crowds separated as we approached as though Adam somehow repelled them from our path.I
searched for something to say. Something interesting. Something funny.My mind was
blank.‘What are you doing on Monday evening?’ Adam asked.I hesitated. Did he want to see me
again? I could tell him I didn’t have any plans. I didn’t have to have any. I could cancel them. For
him.‘I’m having dinner with my mum.’ The truth slipped out. I couldn’t cancel on her again. Not so



soon.‘And Tuesday night?’The same.I kept my mouth shut. He didn’t need to know we ate
together every night. He didn’t need to know I had no other plans. ‘Nothing I can’t cancel.’Adam
grinned. ‘I’m glad.’He reached for my hand, his fingers entwined around mine.‘Are your parents
not together?’Every muscle in my body tensed.‘It’s just you only said you were having dinner
with your mum, not your parents.’‘Oh.’ I let out a long deep breath. ‘Right, yes, it’s just Mum and
me. It has been for a long time.’‘And your dad?’‘Left.’Adam blinked at the abruptness of my tone.
‘I’m sorry.’My stomach stirred. I didn’t want Adam’s pity. I didn’t deserve it. I shrugged as I tried to
free myself from the weight that had descended upon me. ‘Like I said, it was a long time ago.’‘But
you’re close to your mum?’His question startled me. Not because of the answer, but because it
went without saying. It was just a fact. The way it was for everyone. Wasn’t it?‘Aren’t you close to
yours?’‘Yeah, of course. But…’ He shrugged. ‘It’s just different, I guess.’I turned to face him.
‘How?’His shoulders lifted as he took a deep breath. ‘My parents haven’t always approved of my
choices.’‘Oh.’ My heart ached for him. There was something so unbearably sad for a child to be a
disappointment to their parents.Like I was to Dad.I shivered, despite the warmth of the evening. I
didn’t want to think about Dad. Not now. Not ever. He’d moved on and so had I. Or at least I was
trying to.But this wasn’t about us. This was about Adam.‘I don’t blame them,’ Adam continued. ‘I
haven’t always made the best decisions,’ he added quickly, as though he didn’t want me to think
badly of them. ‘I tried to, I did. But sometimes, well, I guess, sometimes knowing something is
wrong makes it much more tempting.’I frowned, as I tried to follow his logic. ‘How can wrong be
tempting?’ It didn’t make sense. If something was wrong, then you didn’t do it. There was no
question about it. No appeal. No desire. Not even a choice. Just an obligation. An instinctive
obedience.‘It’s hard to explain.’ Adam shrugged. ‘Not that it matters now. It’s in the past.’ He
smiled and winked at me. ‘The future is far more interesting.’He leaned towards me slowly, as
though giving me time to pull away. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. My feet were rooted to the spot.
Waiting.His lips touched mine, soft and warm. A thousand thoughts rushed through my head,
but I couldn’t grasp any of them. I didn’t want to. All I wanted was this. All I wanted was him.‘I’ve
been trying to call you for hours.’I pulled the phone away from my ear, softening the volume.
Mum spoke as though she hadn’t seen me in days. The fact that I’d spent the morning with her,
traipsing around store after store, searching for something she approved of, seemed to have
been forgotten already.My credit card had survived the trip unscathed. The only thing I’d bought
was our lunch in a café before we’d given up. Our shopping sprees were always economical.
Somehow we never found anything that suited me.‘Sorry, Mum. I had my phone off in the cinema
and forgot to turn it back on.’‘The cinema?’I cringed. She hadn’t needed to know where I’d been.
Now I’d opened myself up for the questioning that would inevitably follow.‘Who did you go to the
cinema with?’I rolled my eyes; and so it had begun.I hesitated. I could lie. I could tell her I’d gone
alone. The problem was it wouldn’t be believable. Not to her.‘With Adam.’There was a lingering
pause and I wondered if she’d heard.‘The plumber?’I took a deep breath. ‘Yes.’‘You saw him
again? Already?’I could hear the contempt in her tone.I shook my head. It was just motherly
concern, that was all.‘That was too soon,’ she continued, seemingly not needing to wait for my



confirmation. ‘He’ll know you’re desperate.’He’ll know.That was how she saw me. Desperate.
She said it like it was a fact. That was what I was. Who I was.‘We went to see a movie together.
That hardly classes as desperate, Mum.’I swallowed. Did it?Mum scoffed. I hated that sound. It
was full of condescension and disapproval. Her way of telling me I was wrong. I was being a fool.
Again.‘So, I suppose it’s serious, then?’This relationship.Adam’s words whirled around my head
and I felt a funny little charge of electricity pass through me.I hope so.I caught myself smiling and
tried to compose my emotions. It was too soon to be thinking like that, but still… The idea was
appealing. There was something about him, something that made me want our dates to never
end. He was different. He didn’t have flaws. Not like the others.‘I’d better buy a hat then, had
I?’There was laughter in Mum’s voice. It wasn’t a real question. It was a taunt. She didn’t believe
she’d need a hat, because she didn’t believe there’d be a wedding. Any wedding. Not for me.
The mere idea of it was laughable.I wanted to yell at her. I wanted to tell her how much her
sarcasm hurt. But mostly I wanted to ask why she found it so funny.I was a joke to my own
mother. Not even she believed I could find someone who could love me.7NOWThe police officer
rose to his feet. ‘We’ll be in touch when we have more news.’When they’ve found Adam’s
body.My brain silently translated the meaning of his words and I nodded. I wondered how he’d
learned to be so tactful. Was it his training, or experience? How many times had he delivered
news like this?‘Will you be staying h—’‘Yes,’ Mum replied for me. ‘She’ll be staying here, at
home, where I can look after her.’There was that word again. Home.I had a home.My home.One
I’d shared with Adam.It had still been mine. He’d still kept his rented apartment. At least for now.
But we had plans… We’d had plans.The police officer smiled slightly. ‘Well, we know where to
find you, then.’I nodded.He’d already known where to find me. He’d come here to deliver his
news. He’d tracked me down so easily. But then where else would I have been?He’d gone to my
apartment first, of course. He said my neighbour had redirected him here. Everyone knew where
I’d be. I was predictable. Reliable.‘But if you think of anything in the meantime,’ he pulled a
business card from his pocket and handed it to me. ‘Just give me a call.’‘Your room is all made up
and ready for you,’ Mum said as she walked back into the living room after seeing the police
officer out.My room was always ready for me. Waiting. Just like Mum. Both were hoping for my
eventual return.‘Maybe you should lie down for a little while, and I’ll get us some lunch ready.’I
nodded again; it seemed to be the only thing I could do. It didn’t require speech or even thought.
Just an instinctive movement of my head. A sign of my agreement. I always agreed.I stood up
and headed towards the stairs. I wasn’t tired. I wasn’t hungry. I didn’t want to lie down. I didn’t
want to eat. I only wanted one thing. Adam. But then that was the one thing I could never have.I
lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling. I could hear Mum moving around downstairs. The banging
and clattering grew louder with each passing minute. Maybe this is why she usually left the
cooking to me.‘Jess?’I ignored her. She could manage without me just this once.‘Jess!’ Her voice
was louder, more urgent.I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the bed. ‘I’m coming.’I
walked onto the landing and peered down the stairs.She looked harassed. Her hair, which was
usually perfectly positioned, was wild and dishevelled. ‘Have you seen my notebook?’I blinked.



‘Huh?’‘My notebook,’ she repeated, dragging the words out as though I was a child who didn’t
understand plain English.I shook my head. ‘Isn’t it in your bag?’She sighed. ‘Would I be asking
you where it is if it was in my bag?’I stared at her, her words tumbling off me without impact. I
didn’t even flinch at her tone. That struck me as odd. Usually her words bothered me, but
today… I frowned, probing my feelings, trying to pin down what it was I felt.Nothing.That was it; I
felt nothing. Just empty and numb.‘Jess, focus. I need you to help me find it.’‘A notebook?’ I’d lost
everything and she was worried about a lost notebook?‘It’s important.’‘So was Adam.’ I turned on
my heel and marched back to my room. For the first time in my life, I slammed the door behind
me. It felt good. It felt rebellious. It was tiny and insignificant and yet… I smiled slightly as I
realised Adam would be proud of me.8THEN‘That’s some house,’ Adam said as I pulled my car
up on the driveway of the imposing whitewashed six-bedroom house before us.I nodded but
didn’t speak. He was right, it was quite spectacular.‘You grew up here?’‘We moved here when I
was about six. Mum inherited it from her parents. They died in a hit and run.’ I took a deep breath.
‘It was a drunk driver. The police caught him. He went to prison. But…’‘It couldn’t bring them
back.’I shook my head.‘I’m sorry. That’s so sad.’I mustered a half shrug. ‘It was a long time
ago.’‘But you still miss them.’I nodded.‘I can hear it in your voice.’ He squeezed my hand. ‘There’s
a touch of wistfulness to your tone. They were important to you.’I nodded slowly. ‘Yes, they were
and…’‘And?’I shook my head. ‘It doesn’t matter.’Adam leaned towards me. ‘Yes, it does.’I took a
deep breath and looked back at the house. ‘It’s just, things changed after they’d gone.’The house
that had once been somewhere exciting to visit for the occasional weekend or school holiday
had become home. Our lives were upended and slotted into somewhere none of us had really
fitted, no matter how hard we tried.Anyone who saw the house, or knew of its location, was
envious of us and the new life we had acquired. But appearances could be deceptive. Reality
was always subjective.I shook my head again, trying to cast off the wave of sadness that
threatened to engulf me. ‘Come on, we can’t sit out here all afternoon.’I opened my door and
clambered out. I took another deep breath and straightened my long blue skirt.‘Are you all right?’
Adam asked as we fell into step and started walking towards the house.I tried to smile, but it felt
too forced to look natural. ‘Just a little nervous.’He chuckled. ‘Shouldn’t I be the one who’s
nervous here? I’m the one who’s about to be grilled by your mother.’I cringed.‘Wait.’ Adam
stopped dead, as uncertainty flashed in his eyes. ‘I was only joking. She’s not actually that bad,
right?’I gazed at him helplessly. I wanted to deny it. To reassure him that it was just an informal
quiet afternoon with my mum, who was excited to meet the guy that had made her daughter so
happy over the last few weeks. But I couldn’t. It wasn’t. He was auditioning for her, and my
mother was a harsh critic. Few ever made the cut.‘I should have turned her invitation down. You
should have told me this was a bad idea and that you didn’t want to meet her.’‘But I do.’I squinted
at him. ‘You do?’ I couldn’t keep the surprise out of my voice. ‘Why?’Adam stepped forward and
his gaze met mine. ‘Because she’s important to you. She’s part of your life. I want to know
everything about you. Even your mother.’‘But it’s too soon. I should have told her that.’Adam
rested his hands on my shoulders. ‘So, why didn’t you?’‘Because…’ I swallowed. How could I



answer that? I wasn’t sure there even was a reason, just a compulsion. ‘She wanted to meet
you,’ I finished lamely. That was all that had mattered. She’d wanted it.Adam nodded. ‘Then we’d
best not disappoint her.’He reached for my hand, our fingers intertwined like pieces of a puzzle
slotting perfectly in place. It felt natural. Right.We started walking again and I felt stronger. I was
worrying unnecessarily. Adam had got this. His calm thoughtfulness would win Mum over. How
could it not? He was everything a mother could want for her daughter. Everything I wanted for
myself.The front door swung open as we approached and I automatically pulled my hand from
Adam’s. I felt like a child caught doing something I shouldn’t. Something wrong.I saw Adam’s
startled expression, before he quickly replaced his smile and reached out his hand to my mum.
‘Mrs Harper, it’s great to meet you.’Mum studied him, her lips pinched into a straight line that
added years to her age. She left his hand outstretched in front of her for a few seconds too long,
before finally gripping it with her own. ‘Yes, well, you’d better come in.’She released his hand,
turned on her heel and disappeared inside.I didn’t dare look at Adam. What must he be
thinking? It was hardly a warm welcome. I half expected him to turn around and head back down
the drive. I wouldn’t have blamed him. Perhaps I should even encourage him. I could go with
him.It was stupid to have brought him here. I wasn’t ready to share him yet. Our time together
was precious and new. It was ours. Just ours.‘After you.’I looked up and realised Adam was
holding the door for me to go first.I smiled and stepped inside. I should have known he wasn’t
the type to run from anything. Not even my mother.‘Wow! I thought the house was impressive,
but this view…’ Adam’s voice trailed off as he stared out of the kitchen window.The long stretch
of freshly cut lawn led to a rocky cliff edge, and beyond it was a vast expanse of blue. The sky
met the sea somewhere on the distant horizon. It was perfect.‘Come on, you need to see it
properly.’ I swung the patio door open. I grabbed Adam’s hand and led him outside. ‘I love it out
here,’ I told him as I hurried him along the winding path to the end of the garden.I pointed to the
right. ‘Over there you can see Old Harry Rocks near Swanage.’ I signalled to the left. ‘And over
that way you can see the Isle of Wight.’‘Wow!’ Adam repeated as we reached the edge. He
glanced left and right again before leaning forward, peering down the steep cliff face to the
promenade and beach below. ‘This is incredible.’I watched the waves crashing on the shore.
‘Dad and I used to stay out here for ages, just watching the waves.’Adam turned his head to look
at me. ‘You’ve never talked about your dad before, other than when you told me he left when you
were a kid.’‘I don’t talk about him.’ I shrugged. ‘Mum didn’t allow it.’‘Allow it?’‘Like it.’ I laughed. ‘I
mean, she didn’t like it. It was…’ I searched for the right words.‘Too painful,’ Adam finished for
me.I nodded, but somehow it didn’t feel right. Had it been too painful for her? She’d never really
seemed sad that Dad wasn’t around. She didn’t seem to miss him. It was more that she was
angry.I rolled my eyes. Of course she was angry. He’d abandoned her and left her to raise a kid
all alone.Except, it hadn’t really felt like she was mad at him, but more like she was mad at me.I
closed my eyes and willed the tears away. I was wrong. I had to be wrong. Mum loved me. She’d
always loved me. It was just her and me. Together.‘Jess?’I opened my eyes and my gaze met
Adam’s. I cringed as I realised he’d been watching me.‘Are you okay?’I pasted my smile back in



place and saw his shoulders relax.It wasn’t just Mum and me any more. I had Adam now, too.‘So
what do you think?’ I asked, nodding back at the view before us.‘It’s quite something,’ Adam said
with a laugh. ‘I’m kind of envious of you growing up here. It must have been amazing.’I
swallowed. ‘Yeah, I guess.’‘Can you get down to the beach from here?’ Adam asked as he
brushed an overgrown bush aside with his foot.‘I wouldn’t recommend it.’ I leaned forwards
slightly. ‘The cliff side is unstable.’Adam pouted and edged a little further forward. ‘That’s a
shame. You’d have your own private beach access if you could clamber down here.’‘You should
mind your footing up here,’ Mum said as she walked up beside me. She nodded towards the
edge. ‘One mistake and…’ Her gaze travelled to the promenade below the rocky clifftop and
then back to Adam.I bit my lip as I studied her. There was something about her expression that I
couldn’t place as she stared at Adam.It was just concern, of course it was. That’s why she was
warning him about the cliff.‘Mum’s right,’ I said, turning back to Adam. ‘Dad and I used to joke
that we’d try it one day but…’ I swallowed and glanced at Mum.Her expression had hardened.I’d
mentioned Dad.
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