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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy and Jack were both singing ‘Ruby’ at the tops of their voices as the vintage campervan swung along the coastal lanes in the autumn night.

      Jack’s impromptu suggestion – ‘Let’s head for the beach …’ – had set them off on their way after a cosy supper of fish and chips at the local pub. Lucy couldn’t help but get caught up in Jack’s spirit of adventure; though she was now back-tracking slightly, thinking that it’d be pretty damn chilly out there on the sands tonight in Northumberland.

      ‘Umm, are we really going to do this? You do realise it’s October, it’s past ten at night … and it’s pitch black,’ Lucy said, suddenly hesitant as they finished their song. Her sensible shell couldn’t be kicked off quite that easily. It had been a lifetime in the making, after all.

      ‘Hey, no worries, there’s a full moon, plenty of light … And just look, it’s one of those still, beautiful nights, Luce. There’s no backing out now.’ He was grinning at her from the driver’s seat.

      He pulled the deep-red, chianti-coloured campervan into an off-road area beside the dunes. They were the only ones there, unsurprisingly. Stepping out into the cool night air, Jack took Lucy’s hand and guided her along the track between the tickling shafts of marram grass. Her eyes began to adjust, and yes, there was an almost-full moon, gleaming pale-silver, pearlescent like the inside of a shell.

      The rolling hush of the waves breaking on the shore could be heard as the dunes ended, revealing, in the half-light, an arc of sandy beach.

      ‘You coming in then?’ Jack was already removing his trainers, his socks.

      ‘You’re kidding? I thought we were just taking a stroll …?’ Lucy’s voice had a beat of panic. Her boyfriend of three months might be gorgeous but he was bloody crazy!

      ‘A stroll … a dip … whatever takes your fancy?’ A cheeky grin was plastered across Jack’s face.

      Was he teasing her? She still wasn’t quite sure when he was quipping.

      ‘I will, if you will …’ he continued.

      ‘The sea’ll be freezing.’

      ‘Nah, it’s not that bad. It’s the time of year when the water temperature is actually warmer than the air.’

      ‘Okay, Mr Fount-of-All-Knowledge.’ Lucy pretended to be grumpy, but her lips were curving into an involuntary smile.

      ‘So,’ he quirked an eyebrow. ‘Are you in?’

      ‘Ahm … I’ll paddle. Up to my ankles only. And that’s it.’ What was she saying? How had a walk on the beach morphed into some kind of cold-water dip?!

      Boots off, socks, okay and yep, jeans – no point getting them all wet. Jeez, the sand was bloody freezing, and she daren’t think about the water they were about to hit.

      And they were off. Two sets of footprints running down to the shoreline. Jack’s hand warm around hers. All in the half-light of an October moon.

      Holy cow! They were in, all in a dash before she could back out … and yep, it was f-f-freezing!

      ‘Wahey!’ whooped Jack.

      ‘Argh …!’ screeched Lucy. Icy droplets were splashing up around her shins, the current making a swirl around her ankles. This was crazy. Jack Anderson was bloody crazy. But you know what? She hadn’t felt so alive in a long, long time.

      ‘Come on. Jump aboard. We’ll go out a bit deeper.’

      What was he on about now?

      ‘I’ll give you a piggy-back. Come on, I’ll take the strain. I’ll not go too far, I promise.’

      So she clambered aboard. Hugging him tight, her arms around his shoulders. ‘You’re nuts, and that’s official.’ But still, she found herself giggling.

      Jack suddenly dipped down, just a bit, to take the hit of the next wave. She screamed. The chilly waters swirling up in a froth around her legs, splashing her thighs. ‘Enough, enough. I’ll get bloody pneumonia at this rate.’

      It should have felt scary, out there in the murky night waters. Yet, Jack felt strong, steady beneath her. And it was exhilarating. He stood up taller again, leaving just a lap of waves around her dangling feet. And then, he managed to angle her around so that she faced his front and they were chest to chest, with Lucy still clinging on. He pulled her in even tighter, and placed his lips against hers, salty fresh. A lingering taste of chips. And a kiss so deep, so tender, that in spite of the cold it actually managed to ignite her whole body.

      A few minutes later, as he set her back down at the sandy shoreline, Lucy wasn’t quite sure if it had been the cold waters … or Jack … taking her breath away.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Straw-coloured October sunshine streamed through the gap in the cottage curtains. Jack came to, lingering in a happy-sleepy haze, with Lucy next to him; her gorgeous conker-coloured hair spread out like a fan on the white cotton pillow, her floral-fresh scent all over the bedclothes, and her warm body nestled close. He trailed a fingertip ever so gently over her lightly tanned forearm where it rested across his chest, not wanting to wake her, not yet. Memories of last night’s love making stayed tender within him.

      He took a long, slow breath. This was what lazy morning Sundays were all about. Yet it was all so new for Jack – this being together – that it felt fragile as well as precious.

      He’d never imagined it could be like this. So much more than fun flings, and flirty nights out. And yeah, he had to admit it, it still bloody well scared him, all this relationship stuff. But this … he glanced down at Lucy lying there, her long dark lashes resting closed, so trusting … and found that, in spite of his fears, his soul was singing. He was drawn to her, captivated by her … Yes, okay, the voice in his head chipped in (and dammit, he wasn’t sure if it was in warning or celebration), he had to admit he was falling for her, big time.

      He placed a gentle kiss on the top of Lucy’s head, her hair soft and ticklish under his lips. As he did so, his gaze was drawn to a strange step-like contraption placed next to the shabby-chic chest of drawers to his side of the double bed. It was made up of three carpeted steps. Hmm, it didn’t look like any exercise step he’d seen before; they were usually rigid plastic and a different shape altogether. Hah, it looked more like something an old lady might have to help her climb into bed. And well, Lucy had certainly leaped into bed with him last night – and the other nights before that – with no difficulty at all. What the hell was that?

      He was pondering this when Lucy came to with a soft sigh and a feline stretch.

      ‘Hey, morning, sleepy head.’ He smiled.

      ‘Hi, you.’ Her deep-brown eyes connected with his. It hit him right in the pit of his stomach, every time.

      He leaned to kiss her gently on the cheek, stirring all kinds of emotions and ‘morning physicalities’. Wow, how did she manage to look so sweet yet so damned sexy all at once?

      Luckily, perhaps, the step contraption distracted his gaze once again. ‘Luce…? What is that thing?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The weird step thing over there?’

      ‘Hah, right. It’s for Daisy.’

      Daisy was Lucy’s dog, a characterful Dachshund, who was currently in her bed in the kitchen, no doubt awaiting her breakfast.

      ‘It’s Daisy’s?’ That fact was even more confusing.

      ‘Yeah, sure, she uses it to get up on the bed with me …’

      ‘Really? You have furry steps for your Dachshund?’

      ‘Yep,’ Lucy answered, matter-of-fact about it, ‘it’s because of their short legs. Dachshunds shouldn’t jump much. They have really fragile backs.’

      ‘O-kay. So, does she sleep in here most nights, then?’

      ‘She used to, yeah … when you weren’t around so much.’

      ‘Hah, well that’d certainly put me off my stride. A sausage dog in the mix.’ He laughed.

      And as if in response to them chatting up there without her, Jack heard her pitiful whine drifting up the stairs.

      ‘No wonder she looks at me as if I’ve put her nose out of joint.’

      ‘Hah, yes, she will do. And you have, by sneaking into my bed and my life.’

      ‘Oooh, that’s dangerous. Hope we don’t get back to her nipping my ankles again.’

      The little dog had taken an instant dislike to Jack when they’d first crossed paths, though to be fair, she’d mellowed an awful lot since then. ‘So, do you think a dog biscuit or two will bring her around? While I make coffee for us?’

      ‘Hmm, it might help. But … a bit of bacon or sausage would work even better, from the butty you’re about to make for me, too …’ Lucy laughed, as she angled for some cooked breakfast.

      ‘Hey, don’t get above your station, madam.’ Jack moved in closer, grinning rakishly. ‘I’ve only offered to do a coffee trip.’ He proceeded to tickle her ribs. ‘And this is your house, so you should be serving me, I do believe.’

      ‘Stop, stop.’ Lucy was giggling. ‘Okay, I surrender. Coffee’s fine, honestly.’

      He drew back, still smiling. ‘It’s alright, I’ll make them, the sandwiches. I’m feeling a bit peckish too, now you’ve mentioned it. Is there bacon in the fridge then, and bread?’

      ‘Oh yes, we’ve got some rashers. But hmm, now then, I’m not so sure about the bread … it’s perhaps not that fresh.’

      ‘So now I’ve got to go out and get fresh bread from the village shop too. Jeez, you are getting so high-maintenance.’

      Lucy knew he was joking, and lay back on the soft pillows, grinning at his rant.

      ‘Right then, well I’d better keep this lady in the lifestyle she’s accustomed to. And go and face Devil Dog Daisy while I’m at it.’

      Jack sprang out of bed, his late-twenties body firm and end-of-summer tanned. Totally unfazed at being naked in front his girlfriend, he reached for his discarded T-shirt and boxer shorts from the night before.
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      Wow, Lucy took in that gorgeously toned, manly view and pinched herself once again; Jack was really here, in her bed and in her life, after all the painful ups and downs she’d endured over the past few years. How fabulous was that body to wake up next to in the morning. To have him there beside her, and last night so very close against her … eek. Her skin tingled just remembering.

      It felt almost too good to be true. But it was true. They’d become an item, for now at least. Jack was here in her bed, in her head … standing beside her right now, in fact, giving her his trademark broad grin. And that was in fact all he was wearing, hah. With his floppy blond fringe and surfer-style ruffled hair, a touch on the long side, he oozed a confident, happy-go-lucky beach-style vibe. She watched as he began to dress, then headed out of the doorway to make her breakfast. Lucy gave a contented smile as she rested back against plump pillows. If she could purr, she might well have found herself doing just that.
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      ‘Hey, there … Dais.’ Jack had learned (the hard, heel-nipping way) that the best way to greet Dachshund Daisy of a morning was to let her know of his presence before he launched in through the kitchen door. She was probably just being protective of her owner, but Jack was sure there was a hint, well a big dollop, of jealousy in there too. And after seeing that bedside step, no wonder. He must have well and truly put her out – out of her cosy sleeping zone beside the lovely Lucy! Even as he pushed the door ajar, a barrage of barking exploded.

      ‘Hi, it’s only me. Okay, o-kay,’ he soothed. The smooth-haired black-and-tan dog eyed him suspiciously, still. He’d stayed over a dozen times now at least. ‘Hey, don’t you think it’s time we learned to rub along a little better, young lady?’ They were getting there, step by step, and paw by paw, but it had been slow progress over these past few months. ‘I’ll fetch your food then, shall I?’ As he approached the cupboard where her dog kibble was kept, the barking ceased. Well, some things were worth calming down for. But she lifted her long nose to give Jack one more big brown-eyed yet steely look. It was like she was telling him not to mess with her mistress’s heart.

      ‘I won’t, promise,’ he said out loud. What was he doing, talking to a dog?!

      Blimey, the pair of them were definitely getting under his skin. And he’d be damned if there was anything he could do about it at this point. Best to give in, go with flow. Dish out the dog food, and go fetch the fresh bread and maybe some croissants too. He gave a smile, then he frowned ever-so-slightly. This was getting way too domesticated for a guy like Jack Anderson. He felt an unwelcome ripple of unease rifle through him. Was he getting in too deep?
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      Jack was greeted by a glorious, if slightly chilly, October morning, as he stepped out of the door of Lucy’s terrace cottage. The fresh salty sea air swirled around him in a light breeze, and halfway along the street at a break between the houses opposite, he could see the pewter-grey tones of the North Sea.

      The coastal village of Embleton was nestled a mile inland behind the dunes of a long and sweeping golden-sand bay. A typical Northumbrian settlement of traditional houses and cottages, with a primary school, two pubs, hotel, golf course, village shop and café, it was small and friendly and the place that Lucy had made her home just last year. That was, he’d learned, after some kind of relationship breakdown. It seemed to be a great little community. And now, a couple of months into their relationship, Jack was finding it was beginning to feel a little like home for him too. This was mighty strange and uncharted territory. He’d never stuck with a romantic relationship before in his life – well, not since an early and very sweet teenage crush. He’d been far too busy trying to avoid being tied down to any one person, or indeed pinned to one place. A month, two tops – well, mostly one or two nights, if he was being totally honest – and he was up and off, back enjoying his single life. That was until the thunderbolt of meeting Lucy at the start of this summer, which had shown him just how empty and hollow that single life had become.

      He strolled along the street, giving a little whistle as he went. Said a cheery ‘hello’ to an old chap, who doffed his flat cap with a friendly smile. He’d evidently just called to collect his morning newspapers. The shop wasn’t far, only around the corner, and on the next street.

      He then passed a dog walker on the narrow flag-stoned pavement. A middle-aged man who bid him a friendly hello, and a ‘Lovely morning.’ The accompanying Labrador sniffed Jack’s ankles with interest. Perhaps ‘Eau du Dachshund’ was lingering there. Hah, he hoped to goodness the little devil dog hadn’t taken a revenge pee on his trainers that he’d left in the cottage hallway.

      ‘Good morning,’ Jack said, responding with a smile.

      And it was. The sun was shining. Life was good … and precious … and could be swept away when you least expected it. And boy, he knew about that more than most. With everything that had happened to his brother, his family … Every damned moment was precious.

      He pulled himself back to the here and now. He needed a positive hit today. It wasn’t the time to dwell on the past. It was a beautiful autumn day. He had a gorgeous girl waiting in a cottage by the sea for him. And all he needed to do was to buy some fresh bread and rustle up some tasty bacon sandwiches. The beach then beckoned for a stroll on the sands. He had a hand to hold, lips to kiss. A life to live. Today was going to be a good day.
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      As she lay in bed, now alone, Lucy’s happy glow was tinged with an odd feeling of unease. A sorrow, she realised. She had fallen hook, line and sinker for Jack, there was no denying that. And they were getting on really well. He made her smile, made her laugh, in fact, her confidence seemed to have soared since they’d got together. She loved that he’d managed to infuse her life with a spirit of adventure and fun, that she’d been missing for so long – she was learning to enjoy the moment.

      But … and why was there always a damned ‘but’? Jack, many years ago now, had briefly dated her close friend Becky, and he had messed her about, seriously denting Becky’s heart and pride. Of course, that was all in the past. Lucy had tried to explain to her friend how Jack was a very different person these days, and that yes, he’d admitted he had been a bit of a player in his youth, trampling on a few girls’ hearts. He’d even sent a message to apologise to Becky directly, to try and clear the air, but Becky was having none of it. And sadly, over the past few weeks, the friendship between the two young women had become extremely frosty. This was devastating to Lucy. They had always been so close, right from being little girls at school together. It was hurting her – and no doubt Becky too – but Lucy knew she had to give her relationship with Jack a chance. Get to know him even more, prove that her instincts were right, and to somehow show Becky the truth of the man she had fallen for.

      Words kept jumping back into her head from the argument they’d had only yesterday:

      ‘Hey, how’s it going?’ Lucy had asked her friend, clutching her phone to her ear.

      ‘Fine,’ Becky had responded coolly, which didn’t in fact sound fine at all. ‘So, you’re still seeing him then?’ she’d bit, launching right in.

      There was no need to ask who Becky was referring to.

      ‘Yes.’

      A frustrated blast had launched back at her: ‘You’re crazy, Luce. And I can’t believe you’re not listening to me. Don’t you get it? He’s toxic.’ A short pause and then she’d slammed back in with, ‘Well, don’t come running to me when it all goes tits up.’

      Lucy hadn’t known how to respond and had floundered, feeling like piggy in the middle, not wanting to have to lose either of them. Dammit, could it really come to that? That losing one or the other was the only way? ‘Well, I’ll catch you soon. Take care, Becky,’ she’d ended up mumbling, before saying goodbye. Switching off the call with trembling fingertips and a heavy heart.

      She understood that part of Becky’s frustration was rooted in the fear that Lucy would get hurt, but another big part was rooted in the vulnerability of her friend’s teenage past. Jack’s two-timing had come at a time when Becky’s parents were on the verge of splitting up. Lucy was sure this had something to do with why it had hit so hard. The million-dollar question was: would Becky be able to move past this? Could their friendship survive?

      Lucy clung to the hope that it could, and she was determined to try everything in her power to save it. Although one thing she knew for sure was that she absolutely couldn’t toss Jack aside now – he meant far too much to her. She gave a slow sigh as she sunk back into pillows that had Jack’s salt-and-citrus scented cologne all over them. Time would tell, and she had to accept that not everything was in her control.

      Well, for now, she’d better get up, take a quick shower, and get ready for the bacon butty breakfast that Jack would soon be making. It was unusual for her to lie in, but life had been all go these past few weeks. Having finally built her catering reputation, after setting up her new pizza business in the spring, she was now getting loads of new bookings, and she hadn’t dared turn any of them down. Which meant she’d been dashing across the coast and countryside of Northumberland with All Fired Up, her fabulous dove-grey-painted converted vintage horsebox, working like a trojan.

      After a turbulent couple of years, and a broken engagement, Lucy had dared to dream, to step out from her comfort zone and steady life, and to make that dream a reality. She’d followed her heart and her passion for cooking, very much inspired by her wonderful Italian grandfather, Papa, who sadly was no longer with them. Her family, her friends and yes, Becky, had all given her their support. Lifting her up when, at times, it all felt a little impossible. There was no way she was going to let it fail now. Not her business, not her friendship, and not her relationship with Jack. She should be happy that she’d achieved so much. But why did it all suddenly feel like a house of cards?

      Wafts of sizzling bacon were soon drifting up the stairs, drawing Lucy down to find her gorgeous sandy-haired boyfriend, frying pan in hand, with a rich coffee aroma on the go. Now that was a sight to please any food-loving and warm-blooded girl.

      ‘Hey, this is great, thank you.’ It was wonderful to be spoilt. In six whole years, she’d only known her ex, Liam, cook her breakfast once. (Hah, yes, and that had been when his parents had stayed over with them, so to be fair the effort was more for them than for her. No doubt in an attempt to make him look good.) With Jack, this was the fourth time in four weeks! They were getting quite homely indeed. Lucy felt a surge of happiness and stepped forward, slipping her hands around Jack’s taut waist, from behind.

      ‘Hey, careful you. Watch out.’ Jack brandished his metal cooking tongs menacingly, whilst sporting a grin. ‘I have hot instruments to hand.’

      ‘Hmm, and don’t I know it.’ Lucy was thinking very much about last night, and gave a mischievous giggle.

      Jack laughed raucously, then turned away to continue his culinary task. ‘Now then, behave, you.’

      ‘Do I have to?’

      ‘No, absolutely not. The naughtier the better.’ His grin widened.

      Lucy loved their daft banter. Jack’s sense of fun was catching. He was like a breath of fresh air. Like a stirring sea breeze, in fact, after sensible, staid (translate to bloody boring) Liam.

      Jack was soon serving up, and the two of them sat on stools at the kitchen counter, enjoying bacon butties made with soft doughy bread from the village stores, teamed with strong coffee and zesty orange juice. Daisy the Dachshund was poised beneath them anxiously awaiting any stray crumbs that might just come her way.

      The autumn sun beamed in through four square panes of the kitchen window as they ate. Deciding to make the most of the fresh, sunny morning with a walk on the beach, they were soon clearing the cups and plates to the sink and getting their trainers on. With Daisy now sat in the hallway, tail wagging, keen to join in.

      It was about a mile from Lucy’s cottage to the beach. Past the golf course, and on through the winding track to the start of the dunes. Strolling the pale-golden sands, hand in hand with Jack, with Daisy trotting about amusingly, trying her best to avoid the salty puddles left by the receding tide, Lucy felt the warmth of contentment.

      If it wasn’t for the Becky situation, life would in fact be pretty perfect. She loved her cosy coastal cottage home, having moved in a year ago after selling the new-build house she’d lived in with Liam. A break-up that was probably long overdue, but was barrelled into action by his affair. A bomb in the already damaged building of their relationship, but still damned hurtful nonetheless. Yet having Jack beside her these past weeks, staying over and sharing her beachside life, being able to talk things through with him, be it personal or business … to touch, kiss, make love with him, well … it was hard to put it into words. But somehow life glowed. It felt so much fuller, joyful.

      The bay was particularly beautiful this morning. A crescent curve of golden sands, with the far cliffs rising to the ruins of Dunstanburgh Castle as its backdrop. Though the blue of the sky was autumn-muted, with pillows of white-grey clouds beginning to gather on the horizon, the sun still peeked through, giving silver-gold light that danced on the crests of the waves that rolled to shore. They chatted as they strolled along. The breeze was life-affirming, fresh and invigorating, rippling through Lucy’s dark hair which fell loose. The chill of the wind just meant they walked a little closer, warming each other. Enjoying the touch, the togetherness, of their clasped hands with fingers interlinked.

      Yet, after yesterday’s call with Becky, there was still one nagging concern that dimmed all this … one dark cloud in an otherwise bright, hopeful sky. Lucy must have gone a little quiet.

      ‘You okay?’ Jack slowed his pace, pausing to face her.

      ‘Yeah, I’m fine.’ Lucy didn’t want to spoil the moment, didn’t want to burden him with her worries about having fallen out with her best friend.

      ‘You sure? You just seem a bit subdued this morning, Luce.’

      ‘Ah, I’m okay.’

      ‘Well, you know, if there’s ever anything you want to talk about …’

      She felt the squeeze of Jack’s hand around hers, protective, caring. But this was between her and Becky. She didn’t need to burden Jack with any of it. She should be able to deal with it.

      And, looking out over the bay, hearing the rhythmic rolling hush of the sea, the timeless tide, she really didn’t want to spoil the moment.

      ‘Thanks, I appreciate that.’

      In no way did this new relationship feel ‘toxic’ – as Becky had described it. She couldn’t have got this so wrong. But they’d always been a team, her and Becky, they’d faced the worst together, fought the same battles. Now it seemed they were on totally different sides.

      But hey, whoever said life was easy? When had it ever all run smoothly at the same time for her? But she had her family, her friends – with a little Becky blip, that was all – plus the lovely support of her new village community. The people who had held her up through some very tough times in the past, and the ones who were helping her back on her feet now.

      Hmm, perhaps it was time to thank them all properly. The only thing was how? She couldn’t afford some big posh do, or a meal out for everyone. There were rather a lot of them, for a start … And she was still finding her feet with the new business, her savings having gone into that and putting a deposit down on her cottage. But a get-together might also help bring Becky back to the fold. It might be a chance to get her friend and Jack to meet up casually, in a bigger crowd. Get to know each other now, rather than dwelling on the past. Yes, it was food for thought.

      As they headed back along the shoreline, with Daisy skipping along at their feet, Lucy mentioned her thoughts to Jack. ‘You know what, life’s looking up just now, and I think it’s high time I thanked everyone who’s helped me these past couple of years. The ones who saw me through that shitty break-up, and everyone who’s helped get All Fired Up running and off the ground.’

      ‘Yeah, that sounds a good idea. So, what are you thinking? Some kind of party?’

      ‘Yeah, maybe … but the cottage is tiny. I’d never fit everyone in. And a “do” out is going to cost an arm and a leg – though I’d love to be able to do that for everybody. Hmm, I’d better not sink the pizza business I’m meant to be celebrating by pushing the boat out too far and spending the last of my savings.’

      ‘True.’

      ‘Oh well, I’ll have a think on it. Maybe come up with something on a smaller scale.’

      They had turned around by this point and were making their way back, tracing the damp sands of the shoreline where little rushes of frothy waves broke.

      ‘So, what’s lined up for you this week?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Pretty quiet, to be fair, other than my market slot in Alnwick on Thursday. Seems to be a bit of a lull, which is a bit of a worry.’

      Unusually, after the end-of-summer rush, the pizza van bookings for the next couple of weeks had begun to dry up quite noticeably.

      ‘Yeah, it does shift a bit at this time of year. With the change in the seasons and the weather, outdoor catering doesn’t quite have the same draw for your birthday parties and suchlike, but I wouldn’t worry too much – I’ve been there before – and it picks up again come November with the Christmas Markets and festive events slotting in nicely.’

      ‘Ah, that’s good to know. And, I do have that wedding booked, in three weeks’ time.’

      ‘Meet you there!’ Jack grinned.

      ‘Brilliant.’ She always enjoyed it when they were at the same events. It made the bookings more fun, and she had to admit (to herself, if not him! No need to boost his ego any more) she liked watching him in action as the campervan barman – it was how they’d met, after all. And, it was great to know she had that extra bit of support if needed. She knew that he liked to watch her back, quietly and in the background, at these things.

      As the dunes ended, they retraced their steps along the sandy track that turned into grass, and then were soon walking back up the characterful coastal street towards Lucy’s stone cottage, with Daisy trotting alongside. The pizza horsebox was parked up there in its usual spot to one side of her property.

      ‘That’s it! Of course.’

      ‘What’s it?’ Jack was bemused.

      The dove-grey-painted antique horsebox, with its signage, All Fired Up – pizza just like Papa used to make, was stationed invitingly at the side of her little house. An idea was forming. Pizza … for everyone … served right here. And, as well as her friends and family, if she asked along some of the village community too, then hopefully no one would make a fuss that a bit of a bash was going on in their street! It’d be a lot of work, but hey-ho, it’d be well worth it.

      ‘Yess! I can hold the party right here. It’s still reasonable, if slightly chilly, weather. And well, if we all wrap up a bit, we’ll be fine. Pizza and prosecco!’ She was used to making pizzas by the dozen. And she could knock up a few salads and some garlic breads too … Her mind was buzzing, and in party mode already.

      ‘Now you’re talking. And, if you need a dashing prosecco server with a very charismatic campervan, well … look no further …’ Jack was grinning, catching on to the idea.

      ‘Do I get a discount?’ Lucy gave a leading smile.

      ‘Hmm, there might have to be some clauses attached to that …’ Jack tried his best to look serious, but a cute smile was lifting the corners of his mouth.

      ‘Hah, payment in kind, I wonder?’

      ‘Something along those lines …’ Cocky barman Jack was back, but the twinkle in his eye just made her smile.

      They both laughed.

      ‘You’re on.’ Lucy grinned. In fact, that was no hardship at all. Payment in kind would be a delight! ‘Thank you, Jack.’

      ‘It would be my pleasure.’

      Lucy quirked an eyebrow.

      ‘No really, it sounds a cool idea, the party. I get it,’ Jack followed up.

      Lucy could picture the pizza horsebox all lit up with its pretty fairy lights. Ruby, Jack’s red classic VW campervan with her hatch up, globe bulbs beaming almost as brightly as Jack’s smile. And her little street abuzz with conversation and laughter. What a lovely and personal thank-you that would make.

      A pizza and prosecco party it would be, then. She couldn’t wait to fix a date and send out the invites. She gave a smile, and then a little sigh – all she needed was for her closest friend to agree to come along too.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      With the invites drawn up, and cards and messages sent out to friends and family, Lucy waited anxiously for the return of Becky’s RSVP, or even a message from her. But there was still nothing two days later, and she was feeling antsy.

      She sent a further text:

      
        
        Hey Becks, hope you are fine? And hope you can make the thank-you bash at mine on the 23rd. It would mean a lot to me if you could come …

        

      

      Well, God loves a tryer, that’s what her mother always used to say. And she was trying her best here. Though it felt very much like she was banging her head against her stubborn friend’s brick wall right now.

      Book Club night was coming up at the Driftwood Café this week, too. A rather wonderful cake-and-coffee fuelled affair, held monthly with a gathering of between six and twelve of them, depending on commitments, the Book Club was held after-hours in the pretty tearooms on the next street in her village. Would Becky show at that, Lucy wondered? She’d been a few times with her. Who knew? Argh, it was such a shame that all the lovely things they did together had become tainted by this daft rift.

      Lucy scrolled through her phone and framed a further chatty-toned message:

      
        
        And don’t forget it’s Book Club this week. Have you read The Midnight Library yet? I thought it was great. Be lovely to see you there. X

        

      

      Maybe the party was a step too far, but doing something normal – and non-boyfriend related – might be just what they both needed to put things back into perspective. Lucy found she was looking forward to that friendly bookish gathering too. It was a real pep-you-up kind of evening. Each month she’d got to know the members of the group a little more; beginning to feel a real part of this village community she now called home.

      She’d loved this month’s book too, and couldn’t wait to hear what everyone else thought about it. Reading had always been a pleasure for Lucy, and an escape. And boy, had she needed some escape these past two years when life had gone topsy-turvy in all kinds of painful ways.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The little tinkly bell as she pushed the white wooden door open never failed to make Lucy’s heart lift, and sounded just like a ‘Welcome to The Driftwood Café’ jingle.

      ‘Hello!’ Lucy announced herself with a smile.

      A friendly chorus of ‘Hi’s and ‘Hello’s chimed back.

      Several members of the Book Club were already gathered about the big round table at the centre of the café. Lucy spotted Glynis, Paul and Sarah. Cathy was often a little late, dashing in after closing the village stores for the night. Hmm, no sign of Becky as yet – and no answer to her message from a few days earlier either. Louise, the café owner, was bustling towards them with a tray of goodies. Heads bobbed up and smiles widened with an air of expectancy about what baking delights might be on offer this evening. Louise was renowned for baking the moistest, scrummiest cakes in the county – well, she had to be up there with the best of them anyhow.

      Tonight’s tray held … a host of orange cupcakes with spiderwebs, freaky eyeballs and sugar-paste bats on, as well as chocolate-dipped treacly flapjacks.

      ‘No tricks, just treats here,’ homely Louise announced with a grin. ‘I know it’s a little early, with a week yet to go until Halloween, but I couldn’t resist.’

      ‘Oh, they look great.’ Sarah beamed.

      ‘Chocolate cupcakes with an orange-flavoured frosting,’ Louise explained.

      ‘Ooh delightful,’ commented Paul, reaching forward to take one. ‘Sorry, I know it should be ladies first, but really, I can’t help myself.’

      The group chuckled.

      ‘She’s a witch, that’s what she is,’ Cathy said cheekily as she burst through the door before pulling up a chair, ‘drawing us in with her spellbinding cakes. Evening, all!’

      ‘Hi, Cathy. And don’t listen to a word she says. You lot are here voluntarily every month like clockwork. There’s no need to put a spell on you.’

      ‘It’s because you make us feel so welcome,’ said Glynis.

      ‘Ah no, it’s because of the cakes,’ chuckled Paul.

      ‘Cheeky!’ Lou pretended to bat him with her hand. ‘Oh, and there’s a carrot and ginger cake yet to come too. Abby’s just slicing it up in the back there, and brewing a pot of tea for you all. Got to the “boil and bubble” part yet, Abs?’ she asked, joining in the puns.

      ‘Watch out, she’ll be cackling next,’ Cathy laughed.

      Abby, who was Lucy’s pizza horsebox assistant, also doubled up as waitress here in the village café. Well, to be fair, after some early staffing issues, Lucy poached her services from Louise (under mutual agreement to boost the young woman’s hours) on the odd weekend and evening for her busier events, and the eighteen year old was proving invaluable. She was delightfully professional, friendly and a hard worker.

      ‘Sorry I’m late,’ Helen blasted in through the jingly door next. ‘Had to wait for me mam to arrive to mind the kids. Said the traffic was terrible coming over on the A1.’

      ‘No problem, my love. We haven’t had chance to get going, anyhow,’ said Lou.

      Abby came through with the tray of carrot cake, and an enormous pot of tea with a selection of spotted and floral vintage mugs. They seemed to be all set.

      ‘Well then, I think that’s it. Time to talk books.’

      ‘Oh, have you heard from Becky at all?’ Lucy ventured.

      ‘Yes pet, she let me know about an hour ago that she had something crop up with work tonight. Had to stay late or something,’ responded Louise.

      With that a little ping of a vibration came from Lucy’s phone. She pulled her mobile out discreetly and took a quick peek.

      
        
        Sorry can’t make Book Club. Held back at work. Crazy busy just now. Catch up soon. B

        

      

      At least her friend had messaged, Lucy supposed, but she experienced a dull, disappointed feeling within; it felt very much like it might be a cop-out.

      ‘So, have you all had chance to read The Midnight Library?’ Louise’s voice brought Lucy back to the here and now. ‘Any comments?’

      ‘I thought it was great,’ Abby started. ‘It’s a book that really makes you think. Kind of asks as many questions as it answers, with all those alternate lives.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Helen took up, ‘tells you to stop messing around with regrets, and just get on and live.’

      ‘I think the author wanted to show that everything in life isn’t perfect,’ Lucy added, ‘that all those worries we have … the what-ifs, the regrets, yeah … are actually pretty pointless. It’s about choosing life and being brave enough to live it, warts and all, as it’s never going to be perfect. I loved it.’ The book had resonated so much with Lucy. She had even shed a few tears for the protagonist Nora Seed and her lonely journey.

      ‘I liked that it was messy, like real life, but that it was positive overall, too,’ Cathy added.

      Lucy took a bite into a moist orangey cupcake. Delicious.

      ‘It was a really clever idea,’ added sixty-something Glynis, ‘and it was beautifully written.’

      ‘Yeah, it was a really cool concept,’ agreed Abby. ‘All your different choices played out. It is quite scary at times, wondering if you are doing the right thing.’

      ‘Life’s just bloody tough,’ added Helen. ‘And we all know about that.’ Her recent tricky divorce was obviously still fresh in her mind.

      ‘It was a quick read, easy to engage with,’ chipped in Paul. ‘Though it was a bit like those Groundhog Day plots, I found. Quite good, but not my normal kind of read.’

      ‘No, not for you with your Mills & Boons addiction, my lovely,’ quipped Cathy.

      ‘Hey, I’ve been dipping my toe into a bit of crime lately,’ countered Paul.

      ‘Ooh, get you.’ Louise laughed.

      ‘Well, I thought it was quite unique. About choices, regrets and embracing life,’ added Glynis.

      ‘And that sums it up well, Glynis, thank you. I did enjoy it too,’ added Louise. ‘Certainly made me think. More cake, anyone?’

      ‘Well, I think I might well regret not having some of that carrot and ginger cake,’ Sarah said with a smile.

      ‘And I think I might regret having a slice when I next hit those scales. But hey-ho, it’s there for the eating. I’ll just have to put in an extra mile on the dog walk in the morning,’ added Helen.

      ‘You might have to jog the whole beach, looking at the size of those slices.’ Sarah flashed a grin.

      The chat turned to village and family life, with the upcoming Halloween activities for those with children. Lucy making a mental note that she’d need to buy in some sweets for the trick-or-treaters, and get herself a pumpkin to carve. This led to a discussion about recipes for pumpkin soup, or if in fact it was actually worth it, with the little pumpkin flesh that came out of those big orange things. And then they all revelled in the delightful toffee chewiness of Driftwood’s divine flapjacks.

      The next Book Club, Louise announced, was to be a ‘Christmas special’, with it falling in late November. They were to bring and discuss their favourite festive reads – with several of the club offering to provide homemade Christmas cake, mince pies and their best festive bakes, too, happy to take the strain off an already busy Lou and her team.

      ‘Aw, that sounds lovely folks, thank you,’ Louise looked genuinely touched. ‘Though I may not be able to resist rustling up a little festive something myself, you know me. But yes, that’d be wonderful, and I look forward to it.’

      ‘Sounds great.’

      ‘Brilliant.’

      It had been a lovely evening, and all too soon Lucy was walking the short distance home with her breath misting in the dark frosty night air, her tummy full and her mind still buzzing about The Midnight Library and all the questions it raised about life, friendship, regrets and more …

      She hoped to goodness she wouldn’t live to regret her decision to stay with Jack. She really wanted the chance to get to know him more. And she desperately hoped her friendship with Becky could find a way back. Instinctively, she crossed her fingers inside of her woolly gloves.
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        You are invited to

      

        

      
        Lucy’s Pizza and Prosecco Party

      

        

      
        With All Fired Up & The Cocktail Campervan

      

        

      
        At Cove Cottage, Embleton

      

        

      
        Saturday 23rd October

      

        

      
        From 6 p.m.

      

        

      
        I’d love to see you there!

      

        

      
        Please RSVP
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            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Guests were due in five, oh yes, five minutes!

      It had been an afternoon of bunting hanging, fairy-light stringing, pizza dough balling and tomato paste stirring. All the while, singing along to some classic 80s rock courtesy of Jack’s iPhone, including a blast of Bon Jovi’s ‘Living on a Prayer’ with some improvised air guitar from them both, accompanied by a cheeky glass of prosecco – just the one, as it was going to be a long night yet. The sky had bubbled up with grey cloud in the last hour, but the late-October evening was thankfully looking to be balmy. Fingers crossed, it would stay dry.

      Some of the villagers had even pitched in to help, with Cathy’s husband (from the village stores) bringing around a tall ladder and helping to fix a strand of lightbulbs from the cottage eaves across to the horsebox roof. Helen and her two children had arrived mid-afternoon with two carved-out pumpkins they’d made to add a little autumn cheer to the proceedings. Lucy put them in pride of place; one on the pizza counter hatch, the other by the front door of the cottage to greet everyone. Tealights were scattered and ready to be lit as soon as dusk fell.

      Lucy hadn’t wanted to offend any of her neighbours so had posted a little handwritten invitation through every letterbox in her street. Well, it was one way of getting to know people! She’d also invited various other locals
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