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My dear,

I can’t tell you what it means to be writing this to you. I have dreamed of this moment for so long. Thank you, for being brave. I know it must have taken a lot of courage, and I’m so grateful.

I wrote down our story some years ago, both for me and for you, on the advice of someone very wise, because I didn’t want to forget a single detail if ever you were to ask. And it has helped me, to put everything down in black and white, because it made me realise that it wasn’t black and white. That there were no victims and no villains, just a lot of people who were very afraid. And that what is right for one person is wrong for another, and how do you decide whose future is the most important?

Of course yours was the most important. I have spent the whole of my life praying that what happened in the end was the best thing for you, and now I know my prayers were answered.

Please read this with forgiveness in your heart and know that I have never forgotten, or stopped loving, you.

Emily
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The first orange-tipped butterfly to appear in Everdene that year was spotted by Robyn Moss. She had no idea it was the first, but was delighted by the sight of it dancing across the dunes, skittering above the marram grass as if leading the way for her through the spikes, for it meant winter was firmly behind them and bright days were ahead.

She tried to keep up with it as she ran from the track at the top of the dunes, where her truck was parked, down towards the beach, but eventually she had to accept that she couldn’t. She paused to kick off her flip-flops, which were always a hindrance as the sand got deeper. It was cold, icy cold on the soles of her feet, as the early morning April sun was not yet strong enough to heat the ground. She stuffed the shoes into her straw holdall on top of her towel and two warm pains au chocolat in a paper bag that she’d picked up on her way through.

The shop in Everdene sold everything you might need for a trip to the beach, from body boards to sunscreen to sticks of rock, and it had a hot oven that served up temptation throughout the day: French sticks, fat pasties, roast chickens. Her mouth watered at the thought of the sweet, melting pastries, the perfect reward for the ordeal she was about to face. Though on days like this, she didn’t mind that their resolution this year had been to start each day with a swim in the sea unless the waves were really treacherous. She wasn’t so keen when it was dreary and wet and the whole world seemed grey – the dunes, the sand, the sea, the sky all blurring into one.

Today, though, the colours were clearly demarcated. The grassy dunes were sage, the sand pale gold, the sea turquoise and the sky powdery blue studded with white clouds. And in between the dunes and the sea ran a meandering row of beach huts set out like a watercolour palette: blue, red, yellow, pink, green. They were all slightly faded after a long winter of assault from the sea spray; and they were all different sizes and shapes and ages. Some were immaculate, some battered and well worn, and it was inevitably the latter, the huts that had been in the same family for years, that held the most interesting people.

It was one of these huts that Robyn was heading to as she ran down the steep slope; one of the very first to have been put up on this stretch of beach in the sixties, when summers seemed longer and sunnier and more innocent, and ice cream didn’t melt so quickly. When people knew how to change a bicycle tyre and recognised the chirrup of a stone chat, and were happy to eat potatoes from a tin. When there were three television channels and the Radio Times only told you what was on the BBC.

Being only just thirty, Robyn had no memory of this decade, but she loved the fact that her boyfriend’s family had kept their hut almost frozen in time. Fondly known as the Shedquarters, it had bright floral curtains and Formica kitchen units and cracked old leather chairs and a record player, together with a stack of retro LPs: the Beach Boys, Joni Mitchell, Neil Young. She and Jake often picked things up in charity shops to bring back there. It was a nostalgic hug of a place, somewhere to leave your troubles behind, pour a beer or a coffee and switch off. Jake, his dad and his brother Ethan were all crazy surfers, and one wall was stacked with surfboards and wetsuits, the air heavy with the coconutty scent of board wax. Robyn surfed too but it was out of the question at the moment. She wasn’t taking any risks.

She arrived at the front of the Shedquarters to find Jake still asleep in the single bunk at the back in a tangle of blankets and pillows. She knew how warm and cosy it must be in there and was tempted to clamber in and fall back to sleep in his arms. She’d made a decision not to shack up in the Shedquarters with him when he moved out of his rented flat to save money, preferring to stay in the relative comfort of her parents’ farm. But she still felt a pang at the sight of his little nest, and her heart melted at how cute he looked first thing in the morning, all stubble and sleepiness and messed-up hair.

‘Hey!’ Jake reached a burly arm around her and pulled her in towards him. How easy it would be, she thought, as they kissed as if they hadn’t only seen each other ten hours ago.

‘Mmmmmm.’ Jake pulled her in closer. She laughed, knowing what he had in mind. But a resolution was a resolution.

‘Come on. Our appointment’s at nine thirty. We better get going,’ she said, rolling off him and prodding him. ‘I’ll make you a coffee. Which is pretty noble of me.’

Going off coffee had been one of the first signs. She’d taken one sip of her morning latte and thrown up, and hadn’t touched one since. She flicked the kettle on as Jake headed to the bathroom, made him a coffee, then grabbed her wetsuit from a hook. The water was still pretty nippy in April and she didn’t want to get a chill.

She inserted one leg into her wetsuit and tugged on the neoprene in an attempt to get it on in one go. It was always a struggle. It was going to become even more of a battle before long. She pulled the rest of the rubbery fabric over her hips and turned for Jake to pull up her zip as he emerged minty fresh from the bathroom.

Once she was done up, she turned to one side, automatically breathing in. ‘What do you think? Does it show yet?’

He smiled quizzically. ‘Isn’t it only the size of a chickpea?’

She counted on her fingers.

‘Blueberry, raspberry, green olive, prune, strawberry – lime. I think we’re on lime.’

Jake circled his fingers into a lime size. ‘Wow.’

‘Anyway, they’ll measure it later. To work out the exact due date.’

She made an excited-but-scared face.

‘Are you worried?’ he asked, concerned.

‘Of course I am. Aren’t you?’

Jake looked again at the imaginary lime baby contained within his fingers.

‘A bit, I suppose. But I know that whatever happens, we’ll get through it.’

Robyn gazed at him. That was why she loved him. Jake was as solid as the rocks jutting out into the bay. Always there. Always the same. He never panicked or catastrophised. Was that what had drawn her to him? A contrast to the emotional rollercoaster of life at Hawksworthy Farm, always rife with drama and crises? Not conflict, for her parents adored each other. But there was often something thrumming in the air that made her careful and wary. Maybe that was farm life? You were always at the mercy of Mother Nature; never fully in control. They’d learned that, to their cost.

Yep, she thought. That was what had drawn her to him. That and the fact he looked super-hot in his board shorts – no wetsuit for him. She looked admiringly at him as he sipped his coffee. Broad shoulders, flat stomach, strong legs, shaggy dark hair. He was solid, in both senses of the word.

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s get going or we’ll be late for our appointment.’

They set off across the beach, their fingers entwined. The tide was out, and it was a good few hundred yards across the damp sand, scarred with ridges from the pounding of the waves. The air here was forever filled with their noise: they were rarely silent, only in the highest pressure at the height of summer when the water was unusually flat, like a sheet of glass, and the surfers complained and looked on their apps for somewhere else along the coast to take their boards. A lone runner plodded along the shoreline; in a little while, the dog-walkers would start to appear. They had come to recognise the regulars: a frenetic Dalmatian, a pair of rescue greyhounds, an ancient basset whose ears dragged along the sand.

Robyn wondered if now was the time to mention what was on her mind? Probably not. Best to take it one thing at a time. Anxiety about the scan was making her thoughts whirl, and they would settle once it was over, she felt sure. It was weird, she thought, how one small change of circumstance could make something you thought you’d made peace with start to press on your conscience.

Ten feet from the water she stopped dead.

‘It looks cold today.’ The sea always looked more glacial with the sun on it. As bright and clear as arctic ice.

Suddenly, she found her legs going from underneath her as Jake scooped her up in his arms and started running towards the water’s edge.

‘You can’t do that to me!’ she shrieked, laughing as he surged through the first of the waves. ‘I’m carrying precious cargo!’

He looked down at her lovingly. ‘Oh, yes,’ he said. ‘So you are.’

He bent his head to kiss her and just as she shut her eyes to kiss him back he dropped her into the water, prompting a squeal of outrage.

They frolicked for about quarter of an hour. After two minutes, the water always felt warmer, and Robyn floated on her back, watching the sun rise higher over the dunes and letting her thoughts and worries drift away. It was all good, she reminded herself. The Linhay was coming along faster now. It was impossible to tell how much longer it was going to take, because you could never tell, with building projects, especially if you were doing them in your spare time. Even with professional help from Jake’s dad, it had seemed to be taking for ever. But in the past month, the plastering and wiring had been done, the kitchen and bathrooms were being installed, and although the outside was a quagmire, all churned up with mud, their little house was starting to move on after all the seemingly endless, back-breaking, bank-account-draining hard work.

It was Jake who’d pushed the boundaries. Who’d fought for the plate glass wall in the bedroom that took advantage of the view over the wild ocean, and then found a Japanese soaking tub to go in front of it. And who’d suggested the oxide-red corrugated-iron roof instead of tiles, as a nod to the building’s agricultural heritage. As soon as Robyn had seen it go on, she realised he was right. It had transformed it from a derelict cattle-shed into what would become a proper home. Their home. Their family home, all being well.

He’d consistently pushed the project a little further to tie it in with the natural world around it and make the most of its breathtaking location. He had a quiet vision and an eye for quirky design that Robyn found inspiring after being brought up by farmers who appreciated the practicality and longevity of UPVC. She looked at him now, powering out towards the horizon with his crawl. In a moment, he would turn back and swim to her and they would walk back up to the hut together and get dressed, eat their breakfast. And then it would be time.

She felt a little flutter inside her. It must be nerves, for it was too early for it to be anything else. All being well, this morning would be a turning point. They could tell everyone their good news. Start making preparations. The room at the Linhay that was next to the master bedroom would officially become the nursery.

It was all the architect’s fault. She had pushed them to put extra bedrooms on the plans.

‘This is going to be your for ever house. You don’t want to wish you’d made it bigger in five years’ time. You don’t want to go through the stress of building an extension. And you might not get permission. Much better to think big now and factor in everything you might need.’

And once the rooms had been there on the drawings, they seemed to be crying out to be filled. Robyn had half-joked to Jake that they might as well start trying for a family straight away. They’d been together four years, after all, and were both keen on the idea of children, and agreed they wanted them sooner rather than later as Everdene was such a wonderful place to bring up kids.

‘We might as well crack on now. We’re both the wrong side of thirty,’ she pointed out.

‘Only just!’ protested Jake, vainer than she, but he’d agreed.

And boom! Two months later, she was pregnant. They were shocked, delighted and alarmed in equal measure. Now they really did have to get cracking with the house. The idea had taken some getting used to at first, and Robyn had felt a bit off-colour, made worse by the strain of keeping it quiet. But not for much longer.

Robyn sculled herself around in the water for a few more minutes, wondering if this was how the baby inside her felt, weightless and floating and free, like a little astronaut in space. And no matter how hard she tried, another image kept coming back to her: a young girl, panicking, worrying, wondering what to do for the best. The image had been haunting her over the past few nights, waking her several times, along with the need to pee, both impossible to ignore.

Suddenly, Jake’s head popped up beside her like a friendly seal.

‘Will you stop doing that?’ she laughed.

He always took her by surprise, gliding underneath the water and bobbing up when she least expected it, making her jump.

‘You OK? You look miles away.’

‘Fine. Just anxious about the scan, that’s all.’ She didn’t tell him the truth. It was a quandary she didn’t want to share with him. Not yet. ‘Come on. Let’s go.’

She swam back towards the shore, Jake following behind her.

In the hut, she jumped under the lukewarm trickle that passed as a shower – another reason she wasn’t shacking up with Jake while they waited for the Linhay to be finished – then fell upon her pain au chocolat. The morning swim always sharpened her appetite, and the nausea she’d felt in the early weeks of pregnancy was thankfully fading.

She pulled on her clothes, trying not to think too much. In two hours’ time, she thought, I’ll know if everything is OK. And if it was, then she could decide what to do.
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‘This is surreal,’ said Jake as they walked through the hospital car park half an hour later. ‘The last time I was here was when Ethan broke his collarbone at the skate park. Me and Dad sat with him for five hours in A and E before he got a scan.’

‘Last time I was here was when I broke my nose.’ Robyn touched the slight kink left when a horse threw up his head just as she was leaning forward to take a jump. ‘Ruined my modelling career.’

Jake grinned. ‘I’m glad. Can you imagine how high maintenance you would have been? Impossible.’

Robyn rolled her eyes but she was smiling. She could never be accused of being high maintenance in her Breton shirt and dungarees, her curls still damp with seawater.

They walked in the entrance through the automatic doors. By reception, Robyn scanned the list of departments until she found the maternity unit.

‘Second floor,’ she said, and they headed off along a long corridor with grey flooring marked out with yellow arrows. There were red double doors. A cavernous lift. More red double doors. And eventually, a waiting room with blue plastic chairs, piles of old magazines and anxious couples pretending to be blasé.

‘I hope we don’t have to wait long,’ whispered Robyn. ‘I’m dying for the loo already.’

She’d drunk a bottle of water in the car, following the midwife’s advice. ‘It makes it easier to see the baby,’ she’d explained. Which was all very well, thought Robyn, trying not to think about it all sloshing about inside her. They sat in silence, because it seemed wrong to make idle chatter or speculate about the scan in front of other people when you didn’t know their circumstances. Eventually, they were summoned into a dimly lit room by the sonographer.

Robyn lay on the examining bed. ‘I’ve just realised this wasn’t the most sensible choice of outfit,’ she said, rolling down her dungarees and pulling up her top so her tummy was exposed. The sonographer tucked a paper towel into her knickers, then squirted a clear, cold gel onto her stomach.

Robyn made a face at Jake, who was sitting on a nearby chair, feeling slightly superfluous.

‘I won’t show you anything until I’ve found the heartbeat,’ said the sonographer, the screen tilted away from them. She ran the probe over Robyn’s tummy, rolling and re-rolling while looking at the screen intently. Robyn concentrated on breathing and tried not to panic. Jake held his breath completely, hating the feeling of being out of control of the situation.

It felt like hours, but it was probably only half a minute until the sonographer smiled.

‘Perfect,’ she said. ‘Take a look. Here’s your baby.’

There was a grey blur on the screen, indecipherable at first, but gradually an image became clearer. A little head on top of a body, lying at the bottom of the screen as if it was lolling in an invisible hammock.

‘Oh,’ said Robyn softly.

Jake said nothing. He just stared, his eyes like saucers.

‘Here’s the head and the spine.’ The sonographer pointed them out with a little white arrow. ‘This is quite a good view. Sometimes they try and hide everything but look – there’s a hand.’

‘Look at those little fingers!’ breathed Robyn.

Jake couldn’t speak.

‘I thought it would just be a blob,’ he managed eventually.

‘It’s got everything,’ said the sonographer. ‘It’s all there. I just need to get some measurements done and then we can confirm your due date.’

‘I reckon it should be about the fifth of November,’ said Robyn.

‘So we’ll have to call it Guy,’ said Jake. ‘Or Catherine.’

‘Or Roman.’

Nerves were making them banter while the sonographer clicked away on her keyboard.

‘Yes, I reckon you’ll be setting off fireworks about then,’ she laughed. ‘Fifth of November it is.’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Jake. ‘Who’s going to light the village bonfire? That’s my job.’

‘It’ll probably be late,’ said Robyn. ‘First babies usually are.’

‘Everything looks absolutely just as it should,’ the sonographer smiled. ‘We’ll see you again at twenty weeks.’

Afterwards, Robyn shot to the loo before they made their way back along the corridors to the exit.

‘Fifth of November,’ Jake kept saying, and wiped a tear away with his sleeve.

‘You softy,’ Robyn teased.

‘That was our baby we just saw,’ he said. ‘A real baby.’

‘I know,’ she said.

Just as he was about to pull himself together he burst into proper tears, putting his arms around her neck. She patted him on the back, still laughing.

‘I didn’t know I’d be like this,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know I cared this much.’

‘Well,’ said Robyn. ‘I’m glad you do.’

‘We’ll tell everyone tonight, right?’

‘Yes. I think we should tell them all together. It seems fairest. You can ring your mum afterwards.’

‘I’ll probably cry again.’

‘We could just show them this.’ Robyn held up the photograph the sonographer had given them to take away as a memento.

Jake took it off her and stared again at the little figure. ‘You beauty,’ he said.

Robyn traced her fingers over the limbs. ‘Hello, little one.’ Her voice quavered. ‘Oh, dear. It’s my turn now. Hormones. Sorry.’

She laughed through her tears.

‘Well,’ said Jake. ‘At least we’ve got the perfect name. Whether it’s a boy or a girl.’

‘What?’ She looked at him, puzzled.

‘Sandy,’ he laughed, and she gave him a nudge on the arm, blushing at the memory of a crisp cold night on the beach staring at the stars under a fleecy blanket, one too many shots of Baileys in their flask of hot chocolate. And sand everywhere. The two of them were still laughing when they reached the truck, earning smiles from passers-by, for who couldn’t smile at two young people in love?
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The recreation area at the Mariscombe Hotel was a scene of organised chaos, workmen running hither and thither in a choreographed dance of wheelbarrows, a radio blaring as they dug and tiled and laid bricks. Getting the contract to do the renovation had been a massive achievement for Jake and Robyn. All the painstaking hard work they’d put into smaller projects had paid off, and their reputation was going before them. The hotel was in the next bay along from Everdene and was the biggest in the area: once a rundown family hotel, it was now a glamorous seaside playground that provided a lot of local employment.

The brief from the owner, Bruno Thorne, had been to create an Ibiza vibe around the hotel’s outdoor swimming pool. White concrete and turquoise tiles, teak sunbeds and parasols, built-in cocktail bars and a row of thatched cabanas for changing; everything interspersed with sculptural palms and tropical plants. It was a challenging project but hugely exciting. They’d won the bid despite stiff competition from other much bigger companies, and it was a real step forward.

Robyn and Jake had joined forces after bumping into each other on several jobs a few years ago. They were both freelance landscape gardeners, but Jake was the ‘hard’ side – digging, slabbing, fencing, decking – while Robyn was the ‘soft’ side, the plantswoman, and gradually people started recommending them as a pair.

‘You two should go into business together,’ a client told them after inviting them round for a drink to admire their joint effort. ‘You’d be unstoppable.’

As they’d looked out over the tiered terrace, planted up with drifts of lavender that scented the evening air, they had to admit it made sense. They could coordinate projects more cost-effectively and share expenses. Jake was always behind on admin and didn’t get around to chasing-up enquiries; Robyn often needed to hire in an extra pair of hands for the heavier jobs. They went on for a drink at the Ship Aground afterwards and sealed the deal over a plate of loaded chips – thick and triple-cooked then smothered in melted cheddar, sour cream, spring onions, jalapeños and salty lardons. It was the pub’s signature dish and no one could eat a portion on their own.

At first, they were just business partners, and they made the perfect team, gradually learning from each other: Robyn taking on board the practical implications of what was possible and how to make it cost-effective, and Jake beginning to be more understanding of plants and flowers and how they could be integrated at the planning stage rather than plonked in afterwards.

Now they were hugely in demand. More and more people in the area were taking on renovation projects, and hotels and restaurants were having to keep up with the Instagram age. Raised beds stuffed with alliums and agapanthus; fairy-lit pergolas; zen-like water features; playful topiary; outdoor kitchens with fire-pits ablaze – whatever your garden dream, they could bring it to life.

Jake was brilliant at translating what people had in their heads – or had seen on Pinterest – into something achievable, and had the practical skills to copy anything clients showed him; and Robyn was a genius at creating drama and atmosphere with plants. They were good at pricing, too – they brought the jobs in on budget but with plenty of profit for themselves by doing most of the work between them and taking on a couple of youngsters they were training up. They worked hard, kept the lines of communication open between themselves and their clients, and were quick to make suggestions that would expedite the project.

At first, they had both been seeing other people, but as the weeks turned into months, they found they were spending more and more time together outside work: a quick six o’clock drink, a couple of working lunches to brainstorm. Robyn invited Jake and his girlfriend to dinner at her flat in Tawcombe, and her own date had been sulky at the end of the evening.

‘You two did nothing but talk shop,’ he complained, and after that he dialled it down before telling her it wasn’t working. She didn’t protest. Then Jake told her his girlfriend was moving up country and he didn’t think they were going to carry on seeing each other.

Once they were both unencumbered, they felt slightly awkward. Robyn suspected that had they not been business partners, it would have been easy for them to express their attraction, but instead they were rather coy, both scuttling away at the end of the day, scared of making the first move in case it ruined their working relationship.

To hell with it, she thought the day she had found herself gazing at the strip of brown skin between the top of his cargo pants and the bottom of his polo shirt as he bent over. I’m going to have to take things up a gear.

And she’d asked him over for dinner. On his own.

‘I’ve been wanting to kiss you,’ said Jake later that evening, ‘since you strode onto my site in your shorts and wellies and told me I was laying the path all wrong.’

‘You were,’ she said. ‘It was supposed to be herringbone.’

He lifted his hands and buried his fingers in her hair either side of her neck, his strong fingers caressing the back of her scalp. Robyn tipped back her head and shut her eyes. She’d been longing to be touched by him for so long.

That had been nearly four years ago. We’ve come a long way since then, thought Robyn, as their pick-up swept in through the hotel gates and rumbled through the grounds to the pool. She looked at their sign perched at the site entrance – The Moss Partnership. Jake hadn’t minded them using just her surname. It was perfect, and he had no ego.

Robyn picked up the bag containing her work gear – boots and gloves and a hard hat.

‘I’ll see you in about an hour,’ said Jake. ‘I’m going to the builder’s merchant to pick up some gabions.’

Robyn frowned. ‘Won’t they deliver?’

‘I need them today. I want to get started putting them in. If I can get them in place by the middle of next week, we’re nearly done.’

‘Except for the planting and the painting and the snagging and getting all the furniture in.’

He grinned. ‘Like I said, nearly done.’

‘Two weeks, do you reckon?’

‘Yep.’

Robyn clenched her fists in triumph. Then they could take pictures for their website and hopefully more contracts would come in off the back of it. And they’d get paid, which meant they could move the Linhay on. The baby had given them something of a deadline, after all.

She scrambled out of the truck and slammed the door, banging her goodbye on the window.

Jake watched her go for a moment, a lump in his throat. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d cried, but he’d done it three times today. He turned the truck round and drove out of the grounds. He wasn’t going to collect gabions at all. Not yet, anyway. He needed to clear his head. He felt overwhelmed. Until today he’d only had Robyn’s word for it that they were having a baby. Not that he disbelieved her but it had been a bit theoretical. A blue line on a white stick meant nothing to him, but a collection of limbs on a screen were living proof. It crystallised so many things for him. How much he loved Robyn. How excited he was about the house they were building together. How happy he was about everything they had in Everdene, not least their two families. They were going to tell them all tonight.

Every Friday once the weather got finer they all gathered at the Shedquarters in the late afternoon. Jake’s dad Rocky got the barbecue going early on and everyone brought along contributions. It was a great way to start the weekend, everyone talking over what they’d got up to during the week, getting a chance to unwind, have something to eat and drink together. And if anyone wanted to carry on and go out afterwards they were usually all done by eight o’clock. Robyn’s younger sister Clover and his brother Ethan would go off to the Ship Aground, where there was usually a band on.

There was only one slight problem. Tina. His mum. She was miles away, up in Enfield. She’d gone back there after she and their dad had split when he and his brother were teenagers. Should he tell her before or after his dad that she was going to be a grandmother? She was his mum, after all, even if she had abandoned them, though strictly speaking it had been him and Ethan who had chosen not to go back with her. It was still hard, even now, being the child of divorced parents, trying to keep everyone happy and do the right thing. Sometimes it seemed impossible.

He wasn’t going to let anxiety about his mother ruin the day.

He had something else to do first. Something had hit him inside that darkened room, and he was going to do something about it straight away. And he knew just the person who could help him.

He headed off into Tawcombe, the small town just a few miles from Everdene. It was a town of many sides. Its harbour was small and buzzy and had undergone a renaissance in the past few years, lined with bijoux restaurants and boutiques and gift shops that had once lain empty. Further into the town were the tacky tourist shops selling keyrings and postcards and paninis and ice cream, interspersed with arcades and pottery-painting cafés for rainy days. And right in the heart of the town were the greengrocers and the key-cutters and the sprawling old pubs that served the residents: the people who were still here out of season and struggled to make a living when the tourists vanished.

He wound his way through the back streets just off the harbour to Artist’s Row, where there was a wiggly line of picture galleries and workshops. He pulled up outside a small shop painted dusky blue with gold writing. Inside he could see just the person he wanted. He pushed open the door and stepped inside.

‘Marley!’ He greeted his old friend. ‘I need your help.’

She turned to him. She looked as beautiful as ever, with her trailing white-gold hair and pale-green eyes. She smelled of tangerines and salt. She’d smelled the same as long as he’d known her, the first person who had spoken to him when he’d arrived at the sixth-form college in Tawcombe, an uncertain boy with a London accent, though he had soon realised he was never going to be of interest to her.

‘It’s about time.’ She looked at him archly, her eyebrows raised. ‘It’s taken you long enough. I was starting to think you might have gone to someone else.’
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Plump local mackerel slashed and coated in rose harissa. Chunks of Exmoor lamb skewered with red onion and peppers and button mushrooms. Slices of aubergine and courgette cut lengthways, marinating in sesame oil and garlic and ginger. And some halloumi and baby new potatoes in their skins.

It was all laid out neatly in tins, ready to be put over the flames.

Rocky Young took his barbecuing very seriously. He tried not to be a control freak, because he knew that was unattractive. But he loved the preparations and the careful timing, the science of it all. And because he was always the first one there on a Friday night, and the Shedquarters belonged to him, and therefore so did the barbecue, he thought he got away with it.

Today, he had gone for easy options because his concentration was slightly off, even though he was trying to play it cool. Nevertheless, every now and then he had a moment of panic. There was still time to cancel. People must get cold feet all the time. He could easily make up an excuse. But that was the coward’s way out. How would he know, if he didn’t try?

He hadn’t told anyone yet about his date later that evening. If there was one thing he hated, it was gossip. People had stopped asking, but not wondering, why Rocky Young was still single after his divorce fifteen years ago. It was one of Everdene’s greatest mysteries. There were rumours of older married mistresses and girls too young for him, and even men.

None of the rumours was true. He’d had the odd fling, usually when he was off his home turf, but Rocky simply hadn’t had the heart for another relationship after the breakdown of his marriage. He blamed himself, and it had shaken him. When you married your childhood sweetheart, and did everything you could to keep her and your resulting family happy, it was a kick in the teeth when it all went wrong.

Being single had just seemed easier. You couldn’t let anyone down then.

He didn’t know what had made him feel now was the right time. Perhaps he was feeling his empty nest more keenly than he realised? After being pretty much a single dad to the two boys for so long, his younger son Ethan had moved out a couple of months ago to a houseshare. It was about time, as Ethan was twenty-six, and nothing would have made Rocky stop him, but it was odd to have the house entirely to himself. Jake had moved out five years before, and Rocky had felt a leap of hope when he’d left his rented flat recently, but Jake had opted to camp out at the Shedquarters.

‘It just feels wrong, moving back in with your dad at thirty,’ he explained, and Rocky had to stop himself from begging.

Small and snug though his coastguard’s cottage was, it now felt cavernous. He could feel its emptiness when he woke up in the morning. No sound of someone else in the shower. No one else’s shoes to trip over, or their music pounding up through the floorboards – what had once been an annoyance was now an echoing silence. Even though he had a job that brought him into contact with people all day long, even though he was a fixture at the Ship Aground and had endless mates to go surfing and fishing with, he felt lost.

He needed a partner in crime. Someone to discuss the weather with when he got up – as a builder, it was key to his day. Someone to debate what to do with the leftovers in the fridge: chuck them, or liven them up with a bit of chilli and some garlic? Someone to confess his dread of an upcoming dentist appointment. Someone to bring him a beer when he’d mowed the lawn. Someone he could ask to pick up a spare loo roll on their way home.

It wasn’t the big things. It was the tiny ones. The ones that reminded you that you mattered.

He picked up his phone again and flicked through to the app. Seaside Singles – for people who lived on or loved the coast. It was a little bit niche, but he felt more comfortable with parameters than having the entire universe at his disposal.

Writing his profile had been agony. How did you describe yourself without coming across as either boring or big-headed? You had to strike the right tone. And have a sense of humour about it; not take yourself too seriously. He had spent night after night re-writing.

A little bit Hemingway with a splash of Anthony Bourdain and a hint of Guy Ritchie. My perfect Saturday would be an early morning surf, good coffee and the newspapers, down to the harbour to get some fish, chuck it on the barbecue, watch the sunset and listen to some Sufjan Stevens or play my guitar (badly!). I’m a builder by trade but I’m looking to wind down over the next few years and maybe have some adventures. Costa Rica? Comporta? I love the sea but I come from London, so quite at home in the big smoke – but only for a short while. Looking for a chilled-out companion with a sense of fun who will push me out of my comfort zone. Oh, and I have a Hungarian Vizsla called Lara so it’s probably best if you’re a dog lover.

That was as much as he wanted to say. It made him cringe every time he read it, but he had to take the plunge.

He’d received a lot of likes, but he knew he probably would: he was a good-looking man, with his thick salt and pepper hair cut close and his denim-coloured eyes. He’d chosen a picture of him sitting on the steps of the Shedquarters in his jeans and a roll-neck jumper, his feet bare. A little bit Paul Newman; a little bit James Dean, but not showy-offy like some of the gym bodies displayed online. He looked after himself but of course there was a touch of softness about his belly now, a slackening of the arm muscles. He was over fifty, so he thought that was allowed.

Eventually, he had struck up a dialogue with a woman who described herself as a ‘successful entrepreneur/wannabe mermaid’. He wasn’t too sure about the whimsical description, and she looked a bit twee in her picture: there was a lot of long hair, and she was lying in a hammock, wearing silky harem pants and an off-the-shoulder sweater. He supposed she was going for a hint of sexy, though thankfully not pornographic and pouty like so many of the profiles he saw and instantly rejected.

I work hard and play hard (don’t we all!). I’m a physiotherapist with a successful practice but I live for the sea – stand-up paddle-boarding, kayaking, swimming. I have a healthy lifestyle but like to let my hair down at the weekends. Looking for a playmate to discover everything this beautiful coastline has to offer.

Rocky wasn’t convinced she had the potential to be his soulmate, but perhaps she was a good person to test the water with. It was so hard to read between the lines, even harder to tell if the photographs on display were recent or touched up.

After a few evenings of polite online chat, they had agreed to meet for a drink. And you just never knew. Maybe she would turn out to be the love of his life? Maybe they would grow old together in utter bliss?

Oh God, he was getting carried away and romanticising. But the fact that he was made him realise that he did want someone to be with. And what was the worst that could happen?

Lara bounded up to him and nudged his calf, looking for attention.

‘Hey, girl.’ He fondled her smooth, tawny head and felt a surge of gratitude towards her. A dog went a long way to filling any hole in your life, he thought. They brimmed over with unconditional love and kept the other side of the bed warm. And gave you a reason to get up in the morning if you didn’t feel too chipper. Many a time he had been tempted to stay under the duvet but had forced himself up and out with her.

He hadn’t been out on a proper date since he’d asked Tina out in 1986. Though actually, she’d asked him. She’d been a Saturday girl at the salon where he was having Paul Weller spikes and pointy sideboards, and she’d swept up the remnants of his hair and caught his eye in the mirror. He’d winked at her and she’d come and leaned on the counter while he paid.

‘You a Paul Weller fan, then?’ she’d asked. ‘Only my brother can get tickets to the Style Council, if you want to go.’

He’d been blown away by her boldness and her peroxide bouffant hair and her red pout. She had sass and style. He was already working as a hoddie, carrying bricks on a building site, and had a pocketful of pound notes. They were golden. They were young and beautiful and ambitious—

He couldn’t look backwards. Regret got you nowhere. It was his time now. His second time, maybe. There was no reason he couldn’t find someone who dazzled him, challenged him, drove him, like Tina had.

He looked back at the picture on his phone. Chances were that the first person he met wouldn’t tick all those boxes, but he had to start somewhere.

‘Hey, Dad!’

He turned to see his younger son bounding down the dunes, cradling a box of beer in his arms. Ethan was Everdene’s poster boy – six foot of toned golden flesh topped with tousled sun-streaked curls and a dazzling smile. Jake had never seen Ethan unhappy. He’d got life worked out. Work and chill. He spent the summers teaching surfing, taking people coasteering and swimming with seals, fulfilling their outward-bound fantasies. In the winter he helped Rocky with whatever building project he had on the go. He was a good labourer and took the pressure off Rocky in the inclement months when the work felt more intense.

Ethan wasn’t interested in money, and Rocky couldn’t ever see him on the housing ladder without a hefty contribution from the bank of mum and dad – or probably the bank of just dad. Rocky hadn’t given Jake any money towards the Linhay per se, but he was helping him out with the build, and of course he would do the same for Ethan – come the day.

‘Hey!’ Rocky said. The two men embraced, clapping each other on the back. ‘Has one of those beers got my name on?’

Ethan opened the box and flipped open two bottles, handing one to his dad as he hovered over the food.

‘Wow, this looks good enough to eat.’

Rocky was filling the tray of the barbecue with coals, spreading them evenly.

‘Just about ready to fire her up.’

He took a slug of his beer, looking out at the sea gleaming in the later afternoon sun. This was when he was happiest. The prospect of his family and friends around him, fresh air, sunshine, good food. Maybe life didn’t get better than this and he shouldn’t try to change things by dipping his toe in the murky water of dating?

He hadn’t told either of his sons yet about his upcoming date but he suddenly felt the need for reassurance. He knew there were rules these days. And dating could be brutal. If you could even call it that. He didn’t like the term ‘hooking up’. It seemed so bloodless and unromantic.

‘OK, so – I need your advice,’ he said to Ethan as casually as he could. Ethan was play-fighting with Lara, ruffling her ears and pretending to pounce on her. He looked up.

‘That’s a first.’

‘I’ve got a date. Later on tonight.’

For some reason, Rocky found himself blushing. He was a fifty-something-year-old man, not a teenager. What was the matter with him? But Ethan didn’t bat an eyelid.

‘That’s cool, Dad. It’s about time. And you don’t need my advice.’ Ethan sat back on his heels and took a sip of beer. ‘You know all my female friends fancy you more than they fancy me.’ This was true. They always went a bit giggly when they met Rocky. ‘I’m sure that’s why everyone always wanted to come back to ours.’

‘Ha ha.’ Rocky squirmed. He didn’t like being the centre of attention.

His little cottage had always been where everyone headed after hours. And Rocky missed the energy and vibrancy it had brought to the house now Jake and Ethan had both gone, even if it had been noisy and messy at times. Stepping over bodies on his way to the kitchen on a Sunday morning had once been the norm. Now it was like the grave. Spick and span and silent. He longed for the throb of dubstep and a sticky floor.

‘So who is she? Can I have a look?’

Rocky hesitated. He suddenly felt protective of his upcoming date. He didn’t think it was fair for her to be under scrutiny. But it was only Ethan, and he trusted his son’s opinion, so he took out his phone and showed him.

Ethan nodded his approval. ‘Looks fit. But you never know until you meet her. You’ll know in the first five minutes.’

‘What if she’s a bunny boiler?’ Rocky made a face.

‘Pre-write me an emergency text. If it all goes wrong, ping it to me. Then I’ll call you and pretend to have broken down and you make a sharp exit.’

Rocky laughed. ‘That’s horrible.’

‘That’s dating, mate.’

Rocky thought about the logic. It made sense. No doubt his date would have a similar arrangement with a friend.

‘OK. I’ll send you a bunny emoji if I want to do a runner.’

Rocky smiled and turned back to his barbecue. Now he had a fool-proof exit strategy, he could relax and enjoy the evening ahead.

Ethan gave him the double thumbs-up, just as Mick and Sheila, Robyn’s parents, hove into view carrying a big hamper between them. Clover trailed along behind them in minuscule shorts, a cropped leopard-skin fleece and chunky neon trainers, looking like an Ibiza holiday rep. She always brought a party vibe with her.

‘Hello!’ called Sheila. ‘We come bearing gifts. Coleslaw and potato salad. Not very exciting.’

‘Your coleslaw is legendary,’ said Rocky. ‘And no barbecue is complete without potato salad.’

‘I’ve made mojitos,’ said Clover. ‘Ginger ones.’

‘And there’s a load of sausages from the freezer – they should have thawed by now.’ Mick put them down next to the barbecue. ‘Lovely evening for it.’

‘It is,’ agreed Rocky, shifting a few coals about, then striking a match and holding it against a firelighter. The two men watched in satisfaction as it caught light, the flames beginning to flicker and spread.

Rocky looked up and saw Jake and Robyn appear at the top of the dunes. Everyone was nearly here. A perfect Friday evening was about to begin.
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Half an hour later, everyone had arrived and clustered around the front of the Shedquarters, laying out blankets and unfolding deckchairs and wind breaks. The beach was still quiet at this time of year: there were a few people taking advantage of a sunny April evening to fly a kite or stroll along the water’s edge and some intrepid surfers bobbed around further out to sea. A light breeze flipped up the edges of the waves into a gentle froth, the air smelt brackish and bracing with a hint of smoke from the barbecue, and while there was still a hint of gentle warmth in the air, the temperature would soon drop as the sun went down.

Clover was sloshing out glasses of ginger mojito and passing them round.

‘Not for me,’ said Robyn. ‘I’m driving.’

‘You can have one,’ protested Clover. ‘It’s got fresh ginger in it. And mint from the garden.’

Robyn took one without further demur. She knew her sister wouldn’t take no for an answer and didn’t want to arouse suspicion yet. She caught Jake’s eye and he gave her a Secret Squirrel grin.

She wandered over to greet her parents. Sheila was laying out bowls of coleslaw and potato salad and garlic bread wrapped in foil that could be reheated on the barbecue at the last minute. Her food offering didn’t have the zing of Rocky’s but she was used to catering for large numbers. Good plain farm cooking was her expertise.

‘I didn’t think I’d get away,’ said Sheila as Robyn appeared at her shoulder. ‘I had a nightmare client who won’t listen or do any of the exercises I set her and thinks her precious pooch is beyond reproach. Which it is, because it’s all her fault!’

‘Mum. If people knew how to discipline their dogs you’d be out of a job.’

Robyn tried to soothe her. Sheila had no patience with her clients when they didn’t cooperate. She was known to be strict and no-nonsense, but it got results.

‘Yes, but it’s a bad advert for me when they don’t get them under control.’

‘You’ll get there. You know you will. You always do.’

Sheila harrumphed. ‘I didn’t even have time to get changed or put on a face.’

‘Mum. It’s Friday night at the beach. You don’t need to put on a face.’

‘Yes, but sometimes I like to make an effort. I spend my whole life looking an absolute heap.’ She pulled at her unkempt hair, disgruntled.

Robyn put her arm around her. ‘No, you don’t.’

Mick rolled his eyes at Robyn.

‘She’s got herself all aerated,’ he said. ‘I told her, it’s Friday. Relaaax.’

He put his fingers up in a double peace sign to imitate a hippy. Robyn laughed because this was so not her dad, who was a typical Devon farmer. She was surprised he wasn’t on the beach in his wellies. Sheila raised her eyebrows but she was smiling.

‘Yeah. TGIF. Give me one of those mojitos, Clo.’

‘This will make you forget all your woes,’ grinned Clover, filling a glass for her mother. ‘Anyone coming for a swim first?’

She looked hopefully over at Ethan, who was sprawled in a deckchair with his shades on.

‘Not me,’ he said. ‘I’ve been in the sea all day teaching. I’ve practically got gills.’

‘Spoilsport.’

Ethan and Clover were partners-in-crime a lot of the time, although it was no secret that Clover had a crush on him. She flirted with him outrageously, but he was aware of their considerable age gap and treated her like a little sister. Much to her annoyance.

She poured herself a large mojito instead.

‘Steady,’ warned her mother, who knew what Clover was like after a few drinks.

‘I’ve been revising all day! This is my reward.’

She raised her glass and did an Instagram pose, pouting with one hand on her hip. No one would have guessed she had a place to study law at King’s College London. The pressure was on, though, as she needed straight As in her upcoming exams. Clover veered between breathtaking overconfidence and utter despair. And studying never seemed to come before partying. Sheila fretted she would burn herself out.

Mick, conversely, had no doubt that his daughter would achieve her goals. She was whip-smart with a photographic memory. She was too clever to jeopardise her future, and had enough energy to burn the candle at both ends. He was proud of her. Proud of both his daughters and what they had achieved. Although their achievements put a fresh perspective on his own predicament.

Mick went back over to the barbecue where Rocky was turning over the grilling basket he’d put the mackerel in.

‘Those look handsome,’ said Mick.

‘Just another couple of minutes. You only need to show them the flames. All good with you?’

Mick shrugged. ‘Just done the farm accounts. Pretty bleak reading.’

‘It’s that time of year, isn’t it?’

Mick nodded. ‘Something’s got to happen. Sheila’s working all hours. It was all I could do to get her out tonight. I feel like a spare part, but what can I do? I’ve got no cash to invest in anything.’

Rocky was about the only person Mick ever confided in about his situation. He’d opened up to him one night when Jake and Robyn had approached him about buying the Linhay. Rocky had helped him put everything into perspective and made a lot of helpful suggestions about the best way to make it tax efficient. Admittedly over a half bottle of rum, but most of the best conversations come about after a few glasses.

Mick admired Rocky, too. He’d brought up Ethan and Jake with no help and turned his business around. That took some doing. Mick knew he’d never be able to cope on his own. Sheila was his wingman. What she had done to keep Hawksworthy afloat was beyond the call of duty. He would never be able to repay her.

The horror of it still stayed with him as if it was yesterday, but it was over ten years now. If he shut his eyes, he could remember every awful moment. The cattle being herded into their pens. The vet pinching the skin on each neck and jabbing them with a needle. The agonising week’s wait until the vet returned with his assistant and examined the site of the injection. If it was raised or swollen, the cow’s ear would be tagged and they would be put into isolation. A victim of bovine tuberculosis, to be quarantined until slaughter.

He would never know what had brought the infection to Hawksworthy, but it was most likely badgers. There had been signs of them on the edge of the wood. And 80 per cent of his herd had been infected. The vet had barely been able to look him in the eye as he put a hand on his shoulder and told him the news.

That was the moment he had died inside. He’d had to walk away. He didn’t want anyone seeing him cry, even though he thought he had caught a tear in the vet’s own eye. It was the moment vets dreaded, giving the death sentence.

The infected cows had all been carted away to be slaughtered, some of them descendants of the herd his own father had tended. They were more than just cattle. They were history. They were his legacy. They were gone, except for a lucky few, but they were no use to him in such a small number. He’d sent the rest to market.

He knew of men who’d shot themselves in similar circumstances. And he couldn’t say his mind hadn’t strayed once or twice to the gun cabinet when the anger had bubbled up, though it was the badgers he wanted to turn on, not himself. And those men who’d buckled under the strain hadn’t had a wife like Sheila. A wife who wasn’t going to let a case of bovine TB bring them down.

Sheila had been magnificent. Hawksworthy Boarding Kennels and Training School was up and running within six months. An old tractor and trailer had been done up to take tourists across the fields and along the coast path to see the seals in the summer months, along with picnics prepared by Sheila. And they did equestrian bed and breakfast for people wanting to bring their horses on holiday, to ride across the moors and along the beaches. It was all frantic work in the summer months, and quieter in the winter, but that was the way of life down here. It was all about making hay.

So they had just about managed to survive, financially.
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