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        The Harbourside, St Aidan

        Window Boxes and New Leaves

        Sunday

      

      

      ‘A summer by the sea might not be what we’d planned, Pumpkin, but it may turn out to be awesome.’

      As I’m talking to a pony, I’m not expecting an answer, and we both know I’m reassuring myself as much as him. Getting Pumpkin all the way from Somerset to Cornwall on a sunny Sunday when the narrow winding streets of St Aidan are heaving with visitors means there’s been no time for regrets about the life we’re leaving behind.

      Arriving on the harbourside with a bright chestnut Shetland pony who shakes his blond mane as he takes his first breaths of sea air means an audience is unavoidable and Pumpkin insists on getting an ear scratch from every group of visitors we pass. His hooves are clattering on the cobbles as we finally leave the brightly coloured boats bobbing in the harbour and head off towards the beach path.

      I give a firm tug on his lead rein when he tries to snatch a mouthful of daisies from the window box of the last of the little stone cottages that line the quayside. ‘The flowers here might be at nose height, but they’re not there for ponies, mister!’

      As I hitch up my rucksack of essentials I feel the vibration of my phone in my pocket. I’m guessing it’s my big sister, Scarlett, checking in on us.

      Me having to move out of the bedsit where I’ve spent the last few years wasn’t ideal, especially when I have a pony in tow, but Scarlett has come to our rescue and offered us the use of her Cornish holiday home while she’s away in the States. It’s all been a bit rushed and I’m hoping to slip into town quietly so she can bring her other half, Tate, up to speed with the arrangements before he hears it from anyone local.

      When it comes to organisation, Scarlett is epic. Within a couple of hours of me jumping at her offer she’d sorted a space by the harbour for me to leave the horse trailer, organised a local parking permit for my car, had a fencer to check that the field her cottage stands in is pony-proof, and a botanist to check there were no poisonous plants. And if this is her now, she’ll be ringing from the departure lounge at Heathrow to fill me in on any last-minute instructions.

      ‘Great you’re there safely, Betty! What colour is the sea?’

      I look out across the bay. ‘The water’s deep turquoise, the sun is making it shine like fish scales, and there are lines of white breakers racing towards the shore.’

      She gives a wistful sigh. ‘Tell me some more. I need a last Cornish fix before I fly away.’

      I look around. ‘The seagulls are calling as they follow a fishing boat, the pink and white cottages look like Lego houses stacked up the hillside behind me. We’re walking past that cafe made out of planks, and it’s so busy the queue is spilling off the deck and onto the sand.’

      She moans. ‘I’m so going to miss the Surf Shack.’

      I catch sight of the painted menu board. ‘However delish the ice cream sundaes are here, once you get to New York you’ll be all about the cheesecake and the hot dogs…’ I always forget she’s practically vegan so I add, ‘They’re bound to have fabulous meat-free versions.’

      Scarlett and I are four years apart and other than sharing our surname and our auburn hair tone we couldn’t be more different. I try to sidestep the sensible stuff, where she grabs it with both hands. As a child, while I was making flower petal dinners for butterflies she was strutting around in Gran’s cast-off high heels, taking shorthand notes and picking out her wedding cake from the Marks and Spencer Complete Guide to Celebration Icing.

      Her entire childhood was spent trying to fast-forward to adulthood, and at thirty-two she’s made a name for herself as a buyer in the fashion industry, she has an architect husband, Tate, and they live in a gigantic house that they built themselves in the coolest suburb in Manchester. Thankfully they stopped short of kids, because much as I love her, I’m not sure Scarlett has the space to add a child into the whirlwind that’s her life.

      Obviously they had to put their spare energy into something, and the next best thing to a baby was a holiday home, which is how Pumpkin and I ended up here in the picturesque village of St Aidan at the furthest westerly edge of the country.

      I’m not implying that Scarlett wouldn’t do a wonderful job if she and Tate did choose to have a family. As kids she was like a tigress when it came to defending me – she once flattened an entire bus shelter of lads when they had me in tears calling me ginger-nut – and since we lost our mum she’s been there for me without question.

      My jaw is on the floor at what she’s achieved in her life, but even thinking about the commitments she’s made turns my knees to jelly. I’ve had a string of hot dates and calamities rather than relationships, my jobs since uni have been temporary or freelance, and I’d run a mile before I stepped into the same room as a mortgage leaflet. All the way to twenty-eight my hello-clouds-hello-sky attitude to accommodation has worked like a charm. And then, very abruptly, it’s turned around to bite me on the bum, which is how I’ve landed here. But it’s basically all because of Pumpkin.

      Most people assume Pumpkin is our childhood pony, but our mum actually rescued him when Scarlett left for uni. As a lifelong single parent, she’d brought us up to be independent and self-reliant, but having given us the tools to fly, she didn’t want the thought of us leaving her on her own to hold us back. Ever practical, with the empty nest racing towards her, she jumped in and filled it with the kind of horse-child who would never leave home, and then took him to work with her in her job as an art therapist at the local hospices.

      If Mum had had any idea that she was going to develop a brain tumour serious enough to need surgery, she would never have taken Pumpkin on. As it was, her cancer came out of nowhere and galloped at a million miles an hour. One day, she was at the optician with blurry vision, the next we knew, she was packing her hospital bag ready for her operation. She was so upbeat we never took it in that she may not come home again.

      When she died the summer after I turned twenty, there was never any question of us not keeping Pumpkin. At first Scarlett and I juggled our lives and shared the pony care between us, but once her career took off it was down to me.

      I’ve spent the last six years rubbing along in deepest Somerset where we grew up, staying in a make-shift room in the stable yard at an animal sanctuary, which came free with Pumpkin’s board and lodging in return for me giving a hand around the yard and having a steady nerve with a pitchfork at haymaking time. Thanks to my degree in media studies, I now write freelance pieces for the living-the-rural-dream aspirational blogs and magazines that millennials can’t get enough of and which are inhaled like oxygen by city dwellers with burnout. So long as I miss out the bits about freezing my butt off in the winter, and the strawberry fields next door getting decimated by summer drought, I’ve had the perfect authentic base for me to create the rural content there’s so much appetite for.

      We always knew the lease on the sanctuary was precarious, but no one imagined how fast plans would be passed for a housing development, or that bulldozers would be moving in to flatten the buildings around the yard within days of them serving notice.

      Luckily the other local rescue centre was able to take in most of the animals along with the owner and her ancient caravan. But Pumpkin and I were always slightly on the outside and it was quietly understood that we’d make our own arrangements. Which is how we came to be jumping across to a new county, and arriving at our stop-gap here in Cornwall.

      My vegan slip-up has refocused Scarlett, and she’s onto her local contacts. ‘If you lose your key, Zofia, the cleaning person, has a spare; she comes on Mondays. For cake, coffee and friendly chat there’s Clemmie’s Little Cornish Kitchen at the end of the beach; Plum’s at the gallery up the hill; Floss is at the beach huts before the hotel; Nell delivers free-range eggs and Zach is bringing the hay. Anything else you need, they’ll be happy to help; you’ve met most of them when you’ve visited.’

      I’m pleased I read up on this. ‘It’s all in the welcome pack you sent?’

      ‘Well done for doing the homework, Betsy.’ She stops for a moment. ‘You can turn Pumpkin straight out into the field when you get to the cottage. It’s so lucky we chose a place with land and an outbuilding that will double as a stable.’

      It’s that adjoining patch of ground that is the lifesaver here for Pumpkin and me, along with my sister’s heading off to be with Tate for five months while he sorts out the expansion of his company’s New York office.

      The cottage I’m heading to is Scarlett and Tate’s refuge, an old boathouse that was lovingly restored, piece by beautiful piece. It’s so precious I’ve never known them to let people stay without them being there themselves; Scarlett wouldn’t be doing this for me now if I wasn’t desperate, so I won’t be letting her down. I’m determined to tiptoe in, and when I leave in October it’ll be as if I’d never been there.

      I’m walking while we talk, and suddenly I get the first glimpse of the long slate roof nestling into the side of the next cove and my tummy churns with excitement. ‘We’re almost there, Scarlie. I’m so grateful. Anything you want me to do just say⁠—’

      She’s straight back on topic. ‘The builder’s just finished an outdoor shower area. If you could see your way to giving that a test run? ASAP!’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘No need for a swimsuit, Tate’s sited it so it’s totally private. With a town full of hot surfers, you’re going to have a fun-packed summer!’

      As if I’d be disrespectful enough to go naked in someone else’s brand-new shower. And despite being renown for my long trail of exes, thanks to one awful experience I’ve avoided men altogether for the last couple of years. As I’ve not ever shared that with Scarlett, who doesn’t seem to have noticed, it’s a relief to keep up the pretence and hide behind the jokes.

      Scarlett carries on. ‘Oops, looks like we’re boarding. I’d better go.’

      ‘Love you, Scarlie, travel safe, talk soon.’

      Whenever I’ve visited here before, I’ve always been struck by the sense of calm you get when a place has been designed to perfection. As we turn up off the beach and take the grassy path towards the low stone building with its ash-grey window frames, that feeling engulfs me again. There’s not a chip of gravel out of place, and the timber gate to the field is perfectly balanced as it swings open.

      ‘Just the kind of short, rough grass that will keep your waistline under control, Pumpkin.’ The fence looks as secure as Scarlett promised, with the cottage sitting half in, half out of the field, but I have a quick check around myself because you can’t be too careful with a pony. Then I unclip Pumpkin’s lead rope, give him a tap on his rump to signal he’s free to go, and smile as he canters off, kicking his heels. A few minutes later, when he’s grazing quietly, I climb the stile into the hillside cottage garden, and pull out the key Scarlett sent me.

      Scarlett knows I’m a scatter brain, and thinks she can overcome that with her forward planning. Obviously I’ll try my hardest not to mess up, but I haven’t locked my room for six years so I know I’m going to have to up my game here.

      I push the door open and step into a long kitchen/living space that could have come straight off the pages of Elle Decoration. I ease my bag off my shoulders, marvelling at how such a sleek kitchen can smell of baking even when there’s no one here to cook in it. Then, as I wander over to a square window that overlooks the field to check on Pumpkin again, I have two surprises. Not only is the window open, but there’s a tray of pastries on the windowsill.

      This is Scarlett and her attention to detail. As if it wasn’t enough that she’s letting me stay here, she’s also had one of the friend-slash-helpers she mentioned earlier drop in with a baked-goods welcome gift. When I take a swirly bun and sink my teeth into it it’s warm, delicious, and has some kind of delectable toffee pecan thing going on. In fact, it’s so moreish it reminds me how ravenous I am, and I eat three more straight off. I’m heading back for a fifth when I notice the trail of flakes I’ve dropped across the floor, so I leave the rest to have outside with coffee later.

      My next stop is the bathroom, which is off the lobby that leads to the bedroom, and described by Scarlett as ‘compact and entirely unsuitable for claustrophobics’. I’m grateful to have a bathroom at all, and since it’s just me I won’t have to close the door. I take three goes to watch the soft-close loo seat shutting, then I’m out again.

      As I leave, I notice the recessed shelf above the wash basin is stacked with an array of products that definitely weren’t here on my last visit. It’s completely out of character for Scarlett, who likes everything tidied away, but I take down a bottle of L’Occitane almond oil shower gel, pop open the top and breathe in the scent. I have to say the Aldi version I have in the car falls a long way shorter than the comparison articles claim.

      I’m putting the bottle back on the shelf when my phone pings with a message from Scarlett.

      
        
          
            
              
        How is the new drench? Is the thermostatic mixer working?

      

      

      

      

      

      Another ping.

      
        
          
            
              
        There’s ten minutes before we take off. Please, please, PLEASE try it then I can tick it off my list.

      

      

      

      

      

      This level of persistence is why she’s come so far in life. But it’s warm outside, I’m wearing so many layers that my clothes are sticking to me after the walk, and it’s not like I have any other pressing commitments. And if I’m doing this for Scarlett, I can borrow her pricey shower gel.

      I grab a towel from the bathroom cupboard, remember the need for speed, and throw off my clothes as I cross the kitchen. By the time I arrive on the raised terrace, and reach for the shower control, I’m stripped down to a T-shirt and some briefs. A second later a waterfall of warm water is cascading over my face and I’m luxuriating as a froth of gorgeous-smelling L’Occitane bubbles washes over me. Taking in the slatted wood side screens and the rectangular bronze shower heads, I add outdoor showers to my mental list of topics to write about over the next few weeks. Buoyed up with excitement, I give a second generous squirt of shower gel. I’m reaching to turn the temperature up a notch, when I hear a cry behind me.

      ‘Hey! This is not a public shower!’

      So much for Scarlett’s privacy claims! Although … unless the person shouting has come across the field like I did, they’ll have had to get through a locked gate to reach the courtyard on the garden side of the house. When I whip round to see who’s speaking, I take in tousled dark brown curls and board shorts that are clinging in all the wrong places. Worse still, he’s leaning against Scarlett’s wall and swinging a towel over his shoulder like he owns the place.

      I give a cough. ‘Back at you. If you’re looking to wash the salt off your Havaianas, you could try the Surf Shack, a short stroll along the beach?’

      He’s laughing quietly to himself. ‘Nice try! Why not dry off, leave quietly, and we’ll say no more about it?’

      What can I say to someone who’s completely wrong but won’t admit it, all while wearing a soaking T-shirt that’s now entirely transparent and pants that have disappeared right up my bum?

      I forget the rest, and launch in. ‘Whoever you think you are, I’m afraid this place is mine for the next few months. That’s even my horse in the field.’ That should be more than enough proof for anyone. ‘So I suggest you admit you’ve made the mistake of a lifetime, and get the hell out of here. Like, now!’

      He blows out his cheeks. ‘Okay. Let’s hypothetically accept your claims are true.’ He frowns as his eyes focus. ‘Whose shower gel do you think you’re using there, pony girl?’

      My eyes snap open and I stare at the bottle in my hand. ‘It belongs to my sister, Scarlett, who owns the cottage.’

      His nostrils flare as he draws in a breath. ‘It’s actually my gel. And it’s in Scarlett’s bathroom because her husband, Tate, arranged for me to look after this place while they’re abroad.’

      ‘B-b-b-but…’ I seriously doubt Tate would have, because he knows this is Scarlett’s sacred space. My heart falters, then it leaps again as I grab my phone from the table. ‘I’ll talk to Scarlett. She’ll sort this out.’

      She picks up on the first ring. ‘Betty, how’s the shower? Does the thermostat work?’

      ‘All good.’

      ‘That’s the news I was waiting for.’ I imagine her punching the air, laughing. ‘It’s a double, don’t forget to make the most of that. Switching my phone off now, see you on the other side.’

      ‘Scarlett, wait! There’s a guy…’ Too late. I’m talking to myself.

      What the hell do I do now? I’m not used to ordering people around, but my instinct tells me I need to be firm here.

      I force my face into a smile. ‘Well, Mr Occitane, it’s going to be the morning before Scarlett can confirm to you that I’ll be the one staying here. You’ll need to make alternative arrangements tomorrow, but I’m happy for you to stay until then.’

      As a person who just got forced out of their home, I’m reluctant to evict him on the spot, and if he leaves first thing, it’s no big deal. With one sizzling hot guy who refuses to accept he’s in the wrong, I’m lucky it won’t be for longer.

      I beam at him again. ‘So if that’s all okay with you, I’ll get back to my shower.’

      He laughs. ‘It’s big enough for two, you know?’

      I ignore that and wave the plastic bottle at him. ‘I’m done with the gel if you’d like to take it.’ I toss it towards the house and he springs and snatches it out of the air in exactly the show-off, athletic way I knew he would, then grins at me.

      ‘Message received, loud and clear. I’ll take mine inside.’

      I’ve no idea why my cheeks are burning. Hiccups like this are what keep life interesting; in a few hours’ time I’ll wave him on his way and get back to my very peaceful summer.

      And I’ve got at least ten minutes to regain my cool before I have to face him again.
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        Boathouse Cottage, St Aidan

        Clean sheets and crumbling cliffs

        Sunday

      

      

      ‘You don’t recognise me, do you?’

      I was so busy avoiding getting thrown off the property earlier, I was less observant than I should have been. Now I look more closely as I cross the kitchen, there is something familiar about his stubbled jaw, but it’s mostly the way his eyes look like he’s laughing at some side-cracking private joke in a very superior way. And now he’s had a shower and has reappeared with towelled hair, in jeans and a polo shirt, apart from the smirk, he’s scrubbed up pretty well.

      ‘Give me a clue?’

      He looks even more pleased with himself. ‘Scarlett and Tate’s wedding party…’

      My stomach gives a horrible lurch of shock, then I collect myself and try to act like a normal person would. That was the day minimalism went out of the window and they got married in a country house hotel with a deer park, a lake and a hundred and fifty close friends.

      The guy is staring through narrowed, hazel-brown eyes. ‘I was one of the three best men.’

      I ignore the goosebumps on my arms, and swallow down the nausea in my throat. ‘And I was one of the seven bridespeople.’

      The bride and groom had equal numbers on their sides, but where Scarlett’s team were a happy mix of unpretentious women, some of Tate’s crew were up themselves to the point of being obnoxious. And then there was Mason, my plus one, who I’ve trained myself never to think about and is the reason why I feel like I’m about to throw up.

      The smile lilting around the corners of this guy’s mouth turns to triumph. ‘You were the bridesmaid everyone was looking at!’

      I fire a warning shot. ‘Be careful where you go with that. These days hasty observations about women can land you in very hot water, if not in court.’

      He gives a cough. ‘Due to your amazing red hair, obviously.’

      He’s missed that the bride’s is a very similar shade, though in his favour Scarlett is more of a strawberry blonde where I’m copper, and her hair has always been naturally sleek where mine is seriously messy.

      I shake what’s left of my own hair. ‘There’s less of it now.’ Two years ago it was long and wild, caught up in braids and twists, woven with pearl strings, but I cut it off in an attempt to leave the past behind. Lately I’ve been rocking an asymmetrical choppy bob that’s now grown out and looks a lot like I’ve got a beech hedge in autumn spreading across my shoulders.

      As for the milk-white silk slip dresses Scarlett chose for her attendants, they looked fabulous on the others, because they knew what was coming and had spent the previous six months in the gym, dieting away their hips and getting breasts. Even the one with a seven-month baby bump carried her dress off better than me.

      My summer of haymaking in Somerset coupled with a serious apple crumble habit had put more pounds on me than it took off. I also missed out on the group memo about ditching our underwear. Take it from me, leaving my bra on the floor and using tit tape for the first time on the day of the event was never going to end well. Whoever this guy is, if he remembers my neckline sliding all points south, east and west the entire day, he has that in common with the other hundred and forty-nine guests.

      I come in from outside in my wet T-shirt with a towel wrapped around my chest, and noticing his gaze sliding down to my cleavage, I decide I may as well correct his wrong conclusions. ‘My boobs are smaller than they look. They only stick out because my ribcage is big.’ I might have flashed them around to get attention once, but I definitely don’t do that anymore.

      ‘Thank you for clearing that one up.’ His grin breaks fully free at that point and unleashes the kind of slices in his cheeks that would have melted me as a teenager. At the ripe old age of twenty-eight, after a series of dickhead boyfriends and one gut-wrenching incident no one knows about, I’m more discerning. These days it takes a lot more than cute dimples to even raise an eyebrow. No one’s come anywhere near the starting blocks, and after what I went through, I can’t ever imagine that changing.

      My track record suggests I’m crap at appraising men, but as this guy holds out his hand my internal knobhead alarm explodes into action.

      ‘In case you’ve forgotten, I’m Miles. Miles Appleton. It’s great to run into you again.’

      I tuck my phone under one elbow, cling onto my towel, and ease out my spare hand. Our palms meet with a tingle, and when his fingers close around mine, it hits me like a ton of bricks.

      Talk about overlaying bad things with worse – I should have known the minute I saw him! His name is laser-cut in my list of men to be avoided until the end of time. Miles Appleton, the best man Scarlett had personally selected as my visual-match slash partner-for-the-day who refused to come anywhere near me. All Scarlett’s hopes for elementally composed groups were tossed aside when he glued himself to the pregnant bride attendant half his height, and I ended up partnering Tate’s twelve-year-old half-brother who was small for his age. As Miles basically trashed her wedding album single-handedly, I doubt she’ll have forgiven him either. Which makes it doubly strange that he’s here at the cottage.

      Even though I used to be famous for giving people the benefit of the doubt, it’s unlikely anyone could make the leap from the total tosser he was to acceptable, which is all the more reason for me to tread very carefully here.

      ‘I’m Betty. Or Beth. Or Eliza. All short for Elizabeth, which no one ever calls me.’ I go overboard on the name options so I can skip the ‘happy to see you’ bit. I’m appalled that he’s turned up, and he’s just redoubled that. Then it hits me there are other priorities to deal with. ‘I should get dressed.’

      I stare around the floor, looking for the skirts and cardi I tossed away earlier.

      He coughs again, and comes forward with a pile of neatly folded garments. ‘You might need these?’

      I hide my horror that he must have touched my bra to move things to this stage, and carry on.

      ‘Valet service?’ Maybe that’s how he clawed his way back into Scarlett’s good books. I look into his eyes as I move forward to take back my clothes, but all I get is a rather alarming shiver down my spine and the sense that he’s staring over my shoulder. ‘Everything okay back there, Miles?’

      He pulls a face. ‘That very much depends, Eliza Beth Betty, on how you define fine. My plate of fresh bakes by the window has vanished, and in its place I’m looking at … a donkey?’

      As the penny drops I spin around and run the length of the room. ‘Jeez, Pumpkin, head outside the window please!’ I push my way past his bony cheek to peer over the thick stone sill and confirm the worst. I hare outside and leap over the stile into the field, with Miles a breath behind me. We come to a halt by an upturned tray next to Pumpkin’s neat front hooves. As I wedge my thigh against Pumpkin’s shoulder to shove him backwards, we all look down at the pile of pastries scattered among the grass blades.

      Miles frowns. ‘Are ponies allowed to eat laminated pastry?’

      ‘Why?’ Pumpkin’s crumb-free nose suggests we disturbed him before he got that far.

      Miles is scrutinising the ground. ‘I made a lot more pastries than are here, that’s all.’

      I can’t possibly fess up that I ate my body weight of the things before he even came back, so I move this on. ‘You made them? You have personally nailed the art of croissant dough?’ As baking skills go, that’s high level! I move on to covering up. ‘Isn’t puffed crust mostly filled with air? They probably crumbled to nothing as they fell.’

      He turns over the tray and pushes the remnants onto it. ‘When a horse refuses them, I get the message. My previous attempts weren’t edible either.’

      As I lean on Pumpkin, I’m cringing with guilt that he has no idea how delicious they were, but it’s his fault for crushing my self-esteem so thoroughly at the wedding. He was the one who strutted round all day ignoring the one person he was supposed to be escorting. However bruised I was by that, I still have standards, so I give a sniff. ‘I’m sorry these are ruined. I should have closed the window when I put Pumpkin in the field.’

      We make our way back to the kitchen, and he drops the pastries into the bin. ‘Yet another wild idea I won’t be revisiting.’ He’s talking in riddles, but there’s no need to reply because he’s picked up my clothes pile again. ‘As I was saying, Scarlett and Tate tidy as they go. We might want to do the same?’

      Could he be any more condescending? Except that’s not the worst part of what he’s said. ‘We?’

      He nods. ‘Until tomorrow, I’m afraid that’s us.’

      I suspend my disbelief at what an arse he sounds, and finally get where he’s heading with this. ‘You’re thinking about arrangements for tonight…’ As my pony just demolished his baking, I’m on the back foot here.

      Miles raises his eyebrows. ‘You take the bedroom. If you give me a few minutes I’ll change the sheets.’

      His assumption that he’s in charge makes me disagree on principle. ‘We women have spent a century fighting for equality. I’ll take the sofa, then it saves on laundry.’

      He narrows his eyes. ‘It’s your call. I’m going out shortly, so I won’t be in your way. I’ll do my best not to wake you when I get back.’

      Heading for the bathroom to dress, I make myself beam at him. ‘By the time I wake up in the morning, you’ll probably be gone.’

      There’s no reason at all I should be feeling disappointed. If this is about closure, I’ve pretty much got that. Locking myself in the minuscule bathroom, I give a sigh of relief that after tomorrow I’ll have no further need to shut the bathroom door at all. I mean, even with Scarlett’s Purdy and Figg lemongrass toilet drops, there’s no way I could do a number two with a stranger around.

      First thing tomorrow Scarlett will be on the end of the phone to sort this out, and then it’ll be Pumpkin and me at Boathouse Cottage, all the way to October!
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        Boathouse Cottage, St Aidan

        Rocks and hard places

        Monday

      

      

      Miles might be a world-class plonker, but this time he was as good as his word. By the time I’d walked along the beach to St Aidan and back to get some dinner and a bag of carrots for Pumpkin, Miles had gone and I had Boathouse Cottage to myself. I took a moment to soak in the emptiness of the long kitchen diner, with its high ceiling that follows the sloping planes of the roof and ends with a living area, also known as the tranquillity zone, which is so far away it’s literally in the distance. Then I dropped my bags on the floor by the island unit and headed off to eat a sandwich and Hula Hoop tea while I watched the sun set over the bay from the sun lounger on one of the terraces above the end of the cottage. As Pumpkin’s coat turned to gold in the fading light in the field below, I had to pinch myself to make sure the sound of the rushing waves in the distance was real. Then I went inside, stretched out on the immense sofa with Pumpkin still in view, jotted down a few lines about today, and put my head on my pillow with my notebook tucked under my cheek.

      But instead of closing my eyes and drifting into a deep exhausted sleep, my mind replays the night of Scarlett’s wedding. Over and over.

      When you look back on life there are watersheds – significant moments that separate the past from the future so decisively, it’s not like you’ve changed valleys, it’s more like you’ve moved to a different country entirely.

      Mum dying was awful, but we pulled together afterwards and carried on in a way she’d have been proud of because we knew that was what she wanted.

      But Scarlett’s wedding marked a different kind of line in the sand for me. Before it I was this ditsy girl with the crazy long list of exes. The one who showed the world how to party and then some. I might have already been slowing down a little by the time I was twenty-six, but after the wedding, I completely left that person behind.

      It wasn’t actually about what happened that day with Miles. That was annoying and confidence-sapping, but what came next was the kind of thing that stopped my life as I knew it and changed how I felt about myself forever.

      I’ve spent the time since trying to erase it from my mind, and I’d imagined I’d succeeded. But yesterday’s unexpected collision with Miles has brought it crashing back into my consciousness and in the early hours I can’t stop it banging around my brain.

      Me and Mason had started out so well. There was no hope of anyone from my own circle reaching Scarlett’s lofty requirements for my plus one, then one Saturday a few weeks before the wedding I ran into a guy on the dance floor at a friend’s party. I asked the question – do you have a suit? – and instead of rolling on the floor laughing, he told me he had a wardrobe of the things and offered to show me them. True, we were both wasted at the time, but I’d asked every hot guy in Somerset for months with no luck, and meeting him felt like serendipity.

      Better still, having the wedding to focus on was like fairy dust for the dates that followed. Instead of yawnsville IT-manager work talk, we focused on exciting things like how to get to deepest Cheshire by seven in the morning, how many suit-hanging hooks his executive Beamer had, how many different sex positions we could manage in his car. Better still, when we had a Zoom call with Scarlett she was so taken with him she sent me three giant thumb emojis on the sisterly WhatsApp chat while we were still talking.

      As we set off on the day, I was pinching myself that for the first time ever at a wedding, I was going to have a guy of my own to drag onto the floor when the first dance finished. Then, at five in the morning on the way there, we hit traffic on the M5 and Mason got out a hip flask, said alcohol and sex, there’s a lot to like about weddings, and it went downhill from there. When he fell off his chair during the toasts it took every bridesmaid except the pregnant one to coax him upstairs for a recuperation nap. When I went to check on him later and he was snoring with a bottle of whisky on the pillow and porn on the TV I mostly felt relief that he wouldn’t be coming down again.

      I went up to bed at midnight, checked he was still breathing then went to sort out my hair. I was pulling out the pins when I saw him in the mirror behind me – belt undone, shirt open. I can still hear my own voice, ringing out across the bedroom.

      I don’t want to sleep with you, Mason, not tonight.

      Then he’s spinning me round, trying to kiss me. And I hear his reply.

      We’ll see about that.

      His laugh as he rams me against the wall. The surprise when he takes hold of the milky white satin of my shoulder strap, the shock of how one pull rips the front out of my dress. How my boobs are striped with tit tape.

      Me lurching forwards, feeling the spike of my heel embed itself in his foot. Knowing from the flintiness in his eyes that I’d hurt him, then him muttering ‘you cockteasing bitch’ and then my face hitting the wall and my cheekbone exploding with pain. Then him yanking my arm so hard it’s crunching in its socket, then the floor rushing towards me. Me crashing down against the striped velvet tub chair. The pain shooting up my arm when I put my hand out to break the fall. Him walking away.

      And then a long time later, he’s looking down at me huddled in the chair.

      Girls who get drunk and fall off their heels. You never learn, do you.

      He’s squatting down, squinting at my cheek.

      You can’t go down to breakfast looking like that. We need to leave.

      Then we’re pushing clothes into suitcases, and hurrying through reception.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I know what happened in that hotel room was nothing compared to what some people go through, but it’s like a stone that I carry around in my chest that weighs me down. Before it I was light, it was easy to fly, but I took that carefree self for granted. This has tethered me to the ground.

      I used to be wafty and ephemeral. I used to live life like nothing mattered, and now I know better. I used to feel invincible, but that certainty and self-belief was shattered in a single second. One crushing blow. My face smashed against a wall, my arm wrenched, the pain exploding as the bone in my wrist splintered.

      And the most devastating part is that if I’d been a better, cleverer person it could all have been avoided. And it has always felt it was all my fault.
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        Boathouse Cottage, St Aidan

        Less than zero

        Monday

      

      

      I left the blinds open last night, thinking I’d get up at first light and take Pumpkin for a stroll along the sands. But thanks to me only falling asleep hours after dawn broke and my head being buried in my sleeping bag, it’s almost eight by the time I’m leading Pumpkin along next to the frothing waves at the water’s edge.

      I force myself to put the past back in its box and channel my lighter side. I pick up a stick, pause where the sand is still firm and write a thought for this morning. Waving from the beach. Then I add one for yesterday. Life is full of surprises. I pull out my phone and snap the sea swirling around my curly writing.

      I mean, I hate what happened, but if I don’t keep it buried, where will that get me? It’s like Mason’s won every day.

      At first I hid myself away and hoped I’d feel better as the bruises faded. But even when the splints came off and my wrist was stronger, I’d lost all my confidence. For a while I didn’t want to leave my room and even a quiet outing to the local pub was an effort. I used to feel big and now I felt small. I hoped it would pass, but it didn’t. But I couldn’t wreck every single moment by dwelling on it, and over the months I perfected a way of blocking out the bad bits and pretending to be fine, so I could distance myself and get the hell on with things. I grit my teeth, close the shutters in my head, and act airy.

      Scarlett! That’s my job for today.

      I’m about to ring her from the privacy of the beach when it hits me. ‘So much for an early morning call, Pumpkin! If New York is five hours behind, they’ll be in bed.’

      I’m still muttering under my breath about it, standing by the stile later, giving Pumpkin his morning carrots, but when a shout from the kitchen door makes me jump, I’m cursing even more. It was too much to hope Mr Appleton would leave without forcing the issue.

      I call across the garden. ‘I can’t call Scarlett until after three, Miles.’

      In two leaps the man is at my elbow, his foot resting next to mine on the bottom fence rail. ‘I’m pleased you brought that up, Betty Bets.’ He rubs his thumb across his jaw. ‘On reflection, we might be better not to bother them with this on their first day.’

      This couldn’t sound better. ‘If you’re happy to leave now, I’m good with that!’

      He narrows his eyes. ‘Has it occurred to you that I could be the one who gets to stay?’

      My blood runs cold. ‘That definitely won’t happen.’

      He’s completely relaxed and unhurried when he replies. ‘There’s a fifty-fifty chance it might.’ He watches my eyes open wide with horror. ‘Or we could just both stay? That way neither of us is disappointed, and we don’t embarrass Tate and Scarlett. By the time they find out about their mistake, it’ll be old news, and we’ll all have moved on.’

      The idea is so awful it takes me a moment to grapple with it. ‘How would that work?’

      He shrugs. ‘You must have lived in a houseshare before?’

      My mind flashes back to the nightmare of my first ever flat. ‘At uni I lived with a metal head, an insomniac archaeologist, two round-the-clock gamers, an acapella group and a shower hog. I come at life from the bright side, but it wasn’t my best nine months.’

      ‘We’re both old enough to be civilised.’ He pulls down the corners of his mouth. ‘I assume you won’t be bursting into song, and as I never played drums, that only leaves the bathroom to sort.’

      I’ve never acted my age, but if it’s this or nothing, I’ll meet him halfway. ‘I’ll shower when you’re not here.’

      He takes a breath. ‘That’s easy, then. I’m often out.’

      I’m thinking of the size of this place. The utility room alone is bigger than any room I’ve had since leaving home. The levels of luxury are incomparable. I may never feel comfortable enough to poop again, but it shouldn’t be too hard to coexist with someone who’s never in.

      He’s frowning. ‘Obviously there’ll be the usual house rules – clear up after yourself in the kitchen, and so on.’

      Twenty seconds in, my warning bells are ringing again. If he’s already trying to take over, I might need to fight for this harder. ‘I don’t actually have anywhere else to go. That’s why Scarlett will definitely say I have priority if we speak to her.’

      He blows out his cheeks. ‘Unfortunately, I’m the same. And since I’ve been here some time, I must have been offered it first. I’m confident I’d get the casting vote, but I’m prepared to be generous.’

      My heart sinks. ‘Right.’

      He takes a breath. ‘There’s only one parking space, and my car needs a charger, so if I take the space here, I’m happy to pay for your parking in town.’

      This is outrageous, but he sounds very sure of his ground. ‘What if I need to shop or come home in the dark?’ We walked in along the beach because I’d never get a horse box down the lane from the St Aidan road, and I have the parking permit Scarlett arranged for the town, but I’d planned to leave the car here the rest of the time.

      He pulls a face. ‘In those situations I’m happy to pay for taxis. So the only outstanding issue is tidiness.’ His eyebrows go up. ‘You left some bags in the kitchen?’

      ‘In a very neat pile.’

      This time he stares at me sideways. ‘Once we find somewhere suitable for you to put your things, you owe it to Scarlett and Tate to keep the place as neat as they would.’ He’s still staring. ‘If you’re on board with that, we’ve covered most areas.’

      Which leaves me with more questions than ever. Why would anyone who talks like a company brochure be here in St Aidan where everyone hangs loose? Why isn’t he off tidying a boardroom somewhere?

      I give a cough. ‘Except the bedroom.’ It’s the last place I want to draw attention to when I can’t take my eyes off his bare forearms, but I can’t help making fun of his tone. ‘We haven’t talked about long-term sleeping arrangements yet. Or will your vision for that be circulated in a group email later?’

      He takes a step back. ‘Sorry. I assumed we’d take a week each, with Sunday as changeover day.’

      I stare him straight in the eye. ‘In my house share experience clear communication works better than assumptions, Miles.’ I pause for a second. ‘A bedroom change every two weeks would give us both more continuity.’ Damn. That’s an extra week before I get my hands on Scarlett’s organic hemp sheets and super-king bed, just because I want to disagree with him.

      ‘It’s your call.’ The stare he sends back is as hard as mine. ‘Great point there, Betsy Beth, but if you’re going to be picky about every detail, you’re going to wreck this before it begins.’

      It’s a total myth about redheads being hot-headed, because I’m normally three degrees icier than a glacier, but right now I’m blazing. ‘And if you’re going to act like a dictator – well, what you just said.’ I don’t give him space for a comeback. ‘My quip about emails was ironic, but we should swap details. I’ll leave mine on a Post-it on the fridge – you do know what a Post-it note is?’

      ‘Obviously.’ He looks up at the sky. ‘Whether Scarlett and Tate would want them plastered over their Fisher and Paykel brushed-zinc American fridge-freezer combo is another question entirely.’

      The last time my chin jutted out like this I was six. ‘Fine. I’ll leave my Post-it in the fruit bowl.’ I read the triumphant curl on his lips, and know I’ve walked into a trap.

      ‘Good luck finding one of those in a minimalist kitchen.’

      My jaw drops open in proper horror. ‘Where the hell do I put my apples and bananas then?’

      He shakes his head as if he were talking to a lesser being. ‘In the crisper drawers in the fridge. Bananas in a beeswax bag.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘It’s all covered in Tate’s running manual video. I’ll forward it to you once I get your details. There’s a right and wrong way to use your veggie drawers, too. If you want to get ahead of the game with your salads, google it.’

      Miles and Tate seem to have entirely missed the point of chilling in Cornwall. It’s so absurd I’m biting back my laugh. ‘So shall I leave the Post-it in the deep freeze with the mega pack of fish fingers I’m going to buy, or would it be better in the bathroom next to your extensive collection of shower products?’ He’s not exactly keeping the place as Scarlett would in there.

      His forehead wrinkles as he considers. ‘Either way, be sure to put it in a Ziplock bag.’

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. ‘Why?’

      ‘So that your message arrives intact. Both are high-moisture environments.’

      Now I’m the one chasing the clouds across the sky with my eyes. ‘If that's everything…’

      ‘It’s not.’ There go his eyebrows again. ‘You may want to forget the fish fingers. They’re pescatarian, and Scarlett’s kitchen is strictly veggie.’

      Of course. I knew that anyway. I’m only forgetting because he’s making my head spin. His brand of save-the-world fakery always makes me desperate for fish finger sandwiches dripping with melted cheese. Close up he’s also got this disgustingly delicious scent that’s completely at odds with his obnoxious personality. In my current state I should be blind to this. It’s a bit unnerving that I’m not.

      To round this off I pull out my sweetest smile. ‘Is that everything now?’

      He’s looking down on me, and his voice has softened. ‘Maybe this isn’t the disaster it seems. Tate always said if I got to know you better, I’d like you.’

      How condescending can he be? ‘Truly, that’s not going to happen.’

      From where I’m standing, it couldn’t be any worse, but I’m not going to let this beat me. In the real world I wouldn’t go within a country mile of a guy like Miles, and just because we’re thrown together, there’s no reason for that to change. He’s so annoying, we’re likely to have awful disagreements, which is why it’s vital for me to take control and make sure I’m the one who calls the shots here. And I might as well start now.

      ‘As long as we avoid each other entirely, we’ll be all good.’ I turn my high wattage smile up to the max and beam at him. ‘So what are you waiting for? Off you go! Enjoy the rest of your summer. I promise I’ll find you to say goodbye before we leave.’

      He pulls a face. ‘So long as we agree that we’ll let Scarlett and Tate find out about the arrangements from each other rather than us, the rest is up to you.’

      A few strides later he’s back in the kitchen, and a few seconds after that, I hear the sound of his tyres crunching on the pebbles as he drives away.

      I flatten my palm and hold out a last carrot for Pumpkin. ‘Not quite what we’d planned, but we won’t let this hold us back.’ He chomps on his snack while I scratch him on his favourite place above the white star on his forehead, and give his ears a tug. ‘Guys like Mr Appleton keep their suits at the office and work really long hours. We have nothing in common, our paths won’t cross, he won’t be bothering us anymore – so let’s get on with our summer.’

      In an hour’s time Zofia will be here to clean. I’m not getting my hopes up, but she might be able to tell me where Miles has sprung from. I’m not going to let this guy take up any more of my time, but knowing a bit more about him can’t do any harm.
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