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For my dear friend and soul sister, Sue Baker




Chapter 1

It wasn’t so much that I was ready to take another trip, more that the scales had now tipped me into over-ready. I had reached home – or to be more precise, my parent’s home – saturation point, and was craving the sanctuary of a few days escape before I said or did something I would doubtless end up regretting.

Thanks to a hectic winter and early spring schedule spent further updating Hollyhock Cottage, it had been months since my last getaway and now, right at the end of March I was poised to take some much-needed time out to refresh and reset before the start of yet another busy season living and working in Kittiwake Cove.

I was so desperate to leave the Dorset coast and all its associations behind that I would have happily settled for any destination, but as luck would have it, I was off to a city I loved, Barcelona, courtesy of a cheap flight and a cracking deal on accommodation due to a last-minute cancellation.

Just as it always did, my heart picked up the pace as I stepped into the airport and immediately headed for the restroom, where I would walk in dressed casually and for comfort, and come out transformed into the sleek, sophisticated European city-dweller I longingly wished I was.

My phone pinged with a WhatsApp notification just as I finished repacking my bags post-makeover and I pulled it out of my pocket. I knew who the message would be from and, down to the last letter, what they would have typed.


Hey Ally! All absolutely fine here, so don’t worry about a thing. Eat, drink, sleep – or not ;-) – repeat and we’ll see you in a week! F x



Even though I had the message memorised from my previous trips, it still made me smile and I felt a huge rush of love and gratitude for my best friend, Flora. If it weren’t for her stepping up and taking my place at home this week, I wouldn’t be heading off to Spain on a sanity saver. I’d be back at the cottage with my dad, turning myself inside out and pretending that I was happy with the life I was living.

One that I had fully embraced and was immersed in, rather than one I still felt bound to go along with as a result of an emotional tangle of deep-seated obligation, anxiety and fear. I let out a long breath as my eyes began to prickle and my throat tightened.

‘No,’ I told myself, swallowing hard. ‘You’re not doing that, Ally. Not today.’

I gathered up my bags, pulled back my shoulders and stepped out onto the busy concourse. It was time to find my gate.



Having taken my fair share of cheap flights during the last few years, I knew the best strategy, for me at least, was to keep my head down, my earbuds in (even though there wasn’t necessarily anything playing through them) and not become embroiled in tedious small talk.

It was a lesson I’d learned the hard way on a flight to Rome where I’d been stuck next to the ultimate manspreader – not ideal in the cheap seats – who insisted on loudly and inaccurately mansplaining every topic he thought he was an expert on and none of which I could have escaped being subjected to, as I was trapped in the seat next to the window.

The thought of attempting to squeeze past him had been enough to put me off trying and I’d been booking the aisle option ever since, even though I would have much preferred the seat with a view.

‘Excuse me, young man,’ said a voice beside me, ‘would you mind putting my bag in the overhead locker? I can’t quite reach it.’

‘Of course, sister,’ came the kind response, which was followed by some close proximity shuffling. ‘No problem at all.’

My curiosity was piqued, not only by the deliciously deep voice of the man in question, but also by his use of the word, sister. My guess was they weren’t related, so what was that about? I couldn’t take a sly peek because the guy was now putting the bag in the locker directly above my head, potentially putting me in danger of a face to crotch situation, which I had no desire to risk.

After further shuffling, I felt a light tap on my shoulder and glanced up into the face of a serenely smiling elderly nun. That explained the sister reference. I pulled out my earbuds and smiled back.

‘I’m just along here with you, dear,’ she said, nodding at the window seat.

‘And I’m in the middle,’ added the nun’s young man, who was tall enough to easily look over the top of her head.

In less than a second, I had taken in dark blonde hair, a smattering of stubble and beautiful beguiling green eyes, however, it was the stunning smile that caused the biggest flutter in my chest and the heat to spread up my neck and across my face.

‘Of course.’ I swallowed, rushing to stand up.

As I moved into the aisle, I could practically feel Flora’s elbow nudging me in the ribs and see her wide-eyed expression and excitedly raised eyebrows. We’d been friends practically since birth, so she would know this guy was exactly my type, but it was far too early in the trip to be thinking about hook-ups and hot sex. I hadn’t even decided what I was going to call myself yet, so unexpected in-flight entertainment would not be a sensible indulgence.

That was the other thing about my overseas adventures. I didn’t just dress like someone else; I actually became someone else. Name, career, the whole shebang. I adopted a completely made-up persona. I was never Ally. I was never someone who lived by the seaside. And I certainly never shared a house with my dad.

Once the plane touched down and my passport had been checked and put away again, that was the moment I started to truly live my dream life. My quick change in the airport loos always got the ball rolling, my en-route planning supplied the finer details and by the time I reached my accommodation, I was immersed in my fantasy life. More often than not, I role-played the life I had thought would become my reality after I’d received my MA in Spanish and history. The life I would have embraced, had Mum’s heart not prematurely given out.

I took a deep breath and banished further thoughts of Mum, as the guy with the seat next to mine inched into place. He smelt crisp, cool and citrus fresh. Definitely good enough to eat. Clearly, my head had got the memo that it was too early to be thinking about hook-ups and hot sex, but my previously dormant libido had eagerly turned a blind eye to it.

Having given him a few seconds to get comfy, or as comfy as he was going to be with his knees practically squished into the rear of the seat in front of him, I slipped back into place and surreptitiously glanced at his left hand. Not that the absence of a ring indicated someone wasn’t already spoken for, but it was generally considered a starting point.

Perhaps I should throw caution to the wind and dive straight in. A little flight flirtation couldn’t really hurt, could it? I wondered how Sister whatshername would react to that going on right next to her…

‘Pear drop?’ she asked, with uncanny timing, as her hand reached inside her capacious handbag and pulled out a rustling paper bag. ‘If I’m focused on one of these, I find my ears don’t pop half as much on take off.’

‘Thanks,’ said the guy, his fingers quickly dipping in to the bag and coming out with a whole handful. ‘I’m a bit of a nervous flier, so any distraction is welcome.’

He didn’t look nervous, but his smile had faltered and there was a slight tremble in his voice.

‘Oh, don’t you worry,’ our travel companion said soothingly, ‘we’re in good hands.’

‘Well, that’s a relief.’ He swallowed.

‘I’m Sister Lucia, by the way,’ she added.

‘And I’m Logan.’

‘Pleased to be travelling with you, Logan,’ she said. She patted his arm and leant forward to look at me. ‘And what about you, my dear?’ she asked, offering me the bag of boiled sweets.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘No, thank you. My ears are usually fine.’

‘And what’s your name?’ she further enquired.

I knew from past experience that I didn’t have time to hesitate. It definitely looked suss if you had to stop and think what your name was.

‘Flora,’ I said, blurting out the first name I thought of. ‘I’m Flora.’

I hoped I wasn’t blotting my copybook by lying to a nun. Given that I was only going to be in her presence for the duration of my flight, I supposed I could just as easily have been Ally, but old habits die hard. No pun intended.

‘Oh, how lovely,’ Sister Lucia exclaimed. ‘Perhaps after Flora, the patron saint of the abandoned, who teaches us how to forgive after betrayal?’

The real Flora, my best friend Flora that is, had only been betrayed once and she’d certainly never forgiven.

‘I don’t think so.’ I smiled, sitting back in my seat.

‘Perhaps after the Roman goddess of springtime and flowers?’ Logan suggested, his smile growing wider again. ‘That was her name, wasn’t it?’

‘Oh yes,’ I said, returning his smile with my own and despite the fact I had absolutely no idea, ‘that sounds more like it.’

‘Don’t underestimate the value of forgiveness,’ Sister Lucia was quick to sagely say. ‘It can be as beautiful as any flower or sunny spring.’

Logan turned to look at me, his green eyes meeting mine. They locked for a moment. He was even better looking close up. I found his knowledge of Roman goddesses rather alluring, too. Logan had hit the jackpot. He had both brains and beauty. I knew, given the opportunity, I’d forgive him anything.

‘And what about the origins of your name?’ Sister Lucia asked, when neither of us responded. ‘Do you know the meaning behind yours, Logan?’

He looked away again and the spell was broken.

‘Little hollow,’ he said. ‘It’s Scottish.’

‘Is it a family name?’ Sister Lucia asked. ‘You don’t sound Scottish.’

‘No,’ he shrugged. ‘My mum just liked the sound of it.’

I was rather keen on the sound of it, too.



Sister Lucia held Logan’s hand and said comforting things while the plane gathered speed along the runway and took off. I would have been more than willing to reassure him too, but thought it was probably only a kindly nun, or someone in the medical profession, who could get away with physically comforting a stranger without coming off as potentially predatory.

‘You can take your belt off now,’ I did however say to him, a couple of minutes after we’d been given the all-clear.

‘It’s okay,’ he said, looking a little green. ‘I think I’ll leave it as it is. After all, we’ll be putting them back on again before we know it, won’t we?’

I didn’t remind him that it was a two-hour flight.

‘Here,’ nudged Sister Lucia. ‘Have some more of these. Are you sure you don’t want one, Flora?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘but thank you again. I take it you haven’t flown much before, Logan?’

I had completely abandoned my no small talk policy by this point. It was the first time I’d ever had such an appealing plane companion and having found Sister Lucia so easy going, I decided I was going to make the most of it. I ignored the disapproving voice in my head telling me that if it had just been me and her, I would still be wearing my earbuds.

‘Oh, I have,’ Logan said, ‘and every time I think it will be less terrifying than the last, but it never is. Not that you didn’t help, Sister,’ he hastily added. ‘My ears are loads better for a start,’ he carried on, opening and closing his lovely mouth and stretching his jaw. ‘No popping at all.’

Sister Lucia looked thrilled.

‘So,’ she asked, ‘what are you both travelling to Barcelona for?’

I could hardly tell her the truth, that I was planning to have a few days away from my real-life while pretending to be someone else, could I? I daresay she wasn’t that broad-minded.

‘A quick holiday,’ said Logan, giving me time to consider my options, ‘and hopefully some R and R. I’m escaping a mundane UK city, for a beautiful Spanish one. I’ve got a huge and potentially complicated work project looming on the horizon, so I’m planning to relax and recharge ahead of a few full-on months.’

I was tempted to tell him that sounded similar to the reason behind the timing of my visit, as in the few full-on months, but changed my mind at the last minute.

‘I know the weather in Spain won’t be all that warm,’ Logan carried on, ‘but I’ve never visited Barcelona before and I thought it might be the ideal opportunity to catch some of the sights ahead of the crowds arriving.’

Knowing the city as well as I did, I thought that was a wonderful idea, but he’d obviously not checked the calendar.

‘What about you?’ Logan asked Sister Lucia.

‘Oh, I’m visiting friends,’ she told us. ‘I haven’t seen them for years, so it’s going to be a real treat. We’re celebrating Easter together. I’m travelling later than I originally planned though, so I’ve missed quite a lot, but that couldn’t be helped. And I have to tell you, my dear, you’re going to find a lot more tourists in the city than you might be expecting.’

‘Oh,’ said Logan, sounding deflated, ‘I didn’t realise.’

‘Easter is very big in Barcelona,’ I chipped in. ‘Holy Week is especially busy, but it should be a little quieter after the weekend,’ I added, wanting to cheer him up again.

‘You sound like an expert,’ Sister Lucia smiled, leaning even further forward to properly look at me.

‘I wouldn’t say I’m an expert,’ I unguardedly told her, ‘but I lived in the city for a year while I was a student, so I’m quite familiar with the place.’

‘There,’ she said, clapping her hands together. ‘I knew you two had been allocated seats next to each other for a reason.’ That sounded like something the real Flora would say. ‘Flora here can be your guide, Logan. How perfect is that?’

My mouth opened and closed, but I was too shocked to force out a single word.

‘I’m sure Flora has plans of her own,’ Logan said in response to his neighbour’s obvious excitement.

I didn’t respond to either of them, not because I was taken aback by Sister Lucia’s suggestion, but more because I was reeling from the fact that I’d got so swept along I’d broken the most important of my getaway rules.

Along with limping over the fake name hurdle, I’d now let my guard drop so low; I’d revealed something genuine about myself. It wasn’t the end of the world, only a minor detail that could be applied to any number of language and history students, but I needed to rein the truth-telling in. What was the point in making up my own game if I didn’t stick to the rules when playing it?

‘I’m sure she could squeeze you in for a day or two to tour the city,’ Sister Lucia persisted, giving Logan an encouraging nudge. ‘What are your plans for the week?’ she then directly asked me. ‘Are you going to be in the city on holiday, too, Flora?’

‘Um,’ I said, as a prickle of sweat irritated the back of my neck and I further regretted my decision to participate in the conversation. ‘Well…’

‘It’s fine,’ said Logan, turning pink and assuming my hesitation was the result of not wanting to see more of him once we’d touched down. ‘Of course, you have plans. If you’re on holiday yourself then I’m sure you have things you want to do. And even if you’re not, why would you want to be tethered to a stranger you’d just met on a plane?’

He sounded so embarrassed; I could have throttled Sister Lucia. She blinked at me, her expression innocent and hopeful, although, I was in no way convinced that she was the former.

‘I’m not really on holiday,’ I said, wanting to make Logan feel better and reaching for the most common, and hopefully convincing, story I’d used on previous trips. ‘I’m flying out because I have a job interview on Thursday.’

‘Oh, wow.’ Logan swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. ‘Well, in that case, you really are going to be busy. Good luck. I hope you get it.’

Was it my imagination, or was there a hint of disappointment in the tone of his kind words?

‘However,’ I then found myself saying, ‘if we do happen to be staying in a similar part of the city, then other than for a while on Thursday, I can be all yours.’

I felt my face flush as I realised how I’d put it.

‘There now,’ said Sister Lucia, sounding satisfied. ‘How perfect is that?’

Logan looked at me and smiled again and I realised that, even though, as he had pointed out, he was a total stranger I’d only just met on a plane, the thought of showing him around the city, was a wonderful one.

Perhaps this was going to be one of those getaways that did include someone else and all that entailed. It wasn’t always the case. I often went it alone, but my instinct was telling me that on this occasion, the addition of Logan could make my few days away even more… satisfying.

‘You’ll have to let me know where you’re staying,’ I said breathlessly, hoping it was going to be near to me.

‘I’ll find the address now,’ he responded, matching the action to the words.

His hotel turned out to be a mere stone’s throw from the apartment I’d booked and that conveniently guaranteed that we could see Sister Lucia’s suggestion through. When I pointed out to her that we were staying almost on the same street, it actually felt as though some cosmic force – God according to her – really was trying to push us together.

‘This is meant to be, you two.’ She beamed beatifically at us both. ‘You can even share a taxi from the airport.’

‘I suppose we could, couldn’t we?’ Logan agreed. ‘And then maybe meet for dinner later?’

‘All right,’ I approved happily. ‘I know just the place.’

My holiday escape had already taken off in an unexpected direction, but I was more than willing to follow its lead.




Chapter 2

Just as I had known it would be, Barcelona was bustling, but the weather was unseasonably kind and the company utterly charming. Logan, on solid ground, proved to be every bit as lovely as he had been in the air and it was a total treat to show him the sights, both popular and relatively unknown, and take him to admire my favourite sea views, much-loved museums and preferred tapas restaurants.

We’d spent far more time together than we’d originally planned on the taxi trip from the airport and his fascination with everything and wide-eyed excitement had made me admire it all with fresh eyes, too. His new passion for the city further reignited my already established one and had me wishing I really could embrace the career as a historical conservator in a European city I still dreamed of.

And talking of passion…

‘After today, I think I’m going to have to give you a new name,’ he lazily smiled, pouring us both our third glass of txakoli while a waiter set down a platter loaded with traditional tapas dishes.

It had been a day all about the inimitable Antoni Gaudí. We had taken a walking tour in the sunshine, which incorporated six sites of his exquisite architecture and I was feeling every bit as inspired and delighted by what I’d seen as Logan was. However, his unexpected reference to my name pulled me up short.

After we had landed at the airport, I had stuck to my story – that I had a job interview lined up for a position working in a museum. That I was a passionate historical conservator who had lived in Italy and France as well as Spain and that my life was immersed in art, European culture, wonderful food and delicious wine… basically my dream life. The one I was supposed to be living. However, as time slipped by, I’d barely mentioned it further and had practically forgotten my deception.

And Logan hadn’t said much about his life beyond Barcelona either. I could tell that, living entirely in the moment, we both wanted to keep the week in a perfect bubble and that had been fine by me. Our time together was furnishing me with something wonderful to think about, an idyllic mental escape if you like, for when I was feeling stifled by life back in Kittiwake Cove. It would be the ideal go to when the walls of Hollyhock Cottage closed in and my worries about Dad were driving me to distraction.

‘So.’ I swallowed, as I felt a prickle of unease slide up my spine, ‘why do you want to give me a different name? Have you decided I’m not a Flora after all?’

I tried to sound blasé, but I wasn’t sure I succeeded. The possibility of being found out was the one drawback of a getaway which involved attachments that ended up lasting longer than just one night – and having my ruse exposed was the last thing I wanted.

This time around, I realised I had relaxed a little too much, but my time with Logan felt completely different to anything I had experienced before, and despite the fact that, so far, we hadn’t shared so much as a kiss.

‘Oh no,’ he grinned, looking blissed out and even more gorgeous than ever, ‘you’re definitely a Flora. Only now you’re more of a freckle Flora.’

I instinctively put my hands up to cover my face. It didn’t take much for the smattering that covered my nose, forehead and cheeks to increase exponentially and an afternoon of bright spring Spanish sunshine had certainly helped them along.

‘Oh don’t.’ I grimaced, feeling unbearably self-conscious. It was an emotion I was unfortunately familiar with courtesy of my despised freckles. ‘They’re the worst.’

I let my head fall forward so my long dark hair, which was simply parted in the middle now I’d released it from the knot it had been tied up in, covered my face. I strove to avoid all mention of the blemishes that adorned my entire body and had been the cause of much teasing and taunting when I was growing up. Logan had hit a nerve. I knew he hadn’t meant to, but the way my skin looked had always been a sore point for me.

‘You don’t mean that,’ he said, moving to sit next to me.

‘I bloody do.’ I blushed. ‘I hate them and I swear they’re breeding.’

‘You’ve got fecund freckles,’ he said and I could hear the smile in his tone, but it wasn’t teasing. More like he was pleased with his alliterative observation. After so much Txakoli I had to concede, it wasn’t a bad effort. ‘Will you look at me, Flora?’ he requested, more seriously.

I didn’t move and he lifted my chin with the tips of his fingers. He was sitting much closer than I had realised.

‘You’re beautiful,’ he said, his voice thick in his throat as his eyes roamed over my face. ‘Absolutely stunning.’

Up until that moment, I had convinced myself that we were going to stay in the friend zone, but happily there was no mistaking the seductive emphasis behind Logan’s words. His proximity, gentle touch and when I looked up, massively dilated pupils, which were then just inches from mine, all suggested that we were shifting to somewhere far more intimate – and I didn’t mind that at all.

‘You’re fabulous,’ he whispered, the feel of his breath making my skin tingle. ‘Every inch of you.’

‘You haven’t seen every inch of me,’ I breathed, leaning closer in.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘I can imagine.’

‘Perhaps,’ I said provocatively, lacing my fingers through his and resting my other hand on his thigh, which was pressed close to mine, ‘after tonight, you won’t have to imagine.’

‘In that case,’ he whispered, sending a pulsating wave of pure desire rippling through me, ‘I’m very much looking forward to tonight.’

His mouth caught mine as he shifted to look at me again and the kiss that followed was intense, stirring and charged with more heat than a Spanish sun in August. It was the ultimate first kiss and one I had been happy to wait for.

‘Flora,’ Logan huskily gasped and I flinched.

I didn’t think I was going to be able to cope with hearing him calling out my best friend’s name and I had every intention of making him call out.

‘How about,’ I therefore suggested, ‘for tonight, you call me Freckle?’

After that, the tapas disappeared in record time, every bite and swallow accompanied by a loaded look.

‘My place or yours?’ Logan asked once we’d hastily paid the restaurant bill.

‘Yours,’ I said, perhaps a little too keenly, so added, ‘it’s got room service.’

This was another getaway rule. I never invited anyone back to where I was staying, just in case I’d left something lying about that might reveal my true identity. I always put my safety first though and never headed off to an unknown or out-of-the-way place.

‘And air-con,’ I added for good measure. ‘My apartment hasn’t got air-con.’

‘It’s the beginning of April,’ said Logan, with a glance up at the sky. ‘I don’t think we need to worry about overheating.’

‘Oh well,’ I said, stopping dead on the road. ‘If that’s your attitude, then I think I’ll pass.’

He threw back his head and laughed. The sound made me laugh, too.

‘I let myself walk right into that one, didn’t I?’ He grinned, shaking his head. ‘In that case, I amend my previous comment to, you’re right, Freckle. We’re definitely going to need that air-con.’

‘That’s more like it,’ I said, tugging at his shirt sleeve and pulling him along.

And he wasn’t wrong. By the end of the night the temperature in the room had soared and we lay breathless on top of the creased and crumpled bed, waiting for the slowly permeating cool air to bring us back down to earth.

‘I was right,’ said Logan, lightly running a finger along the length of my collarbone, then tantalisingly tracking south. ‘I knew I would be.’

‘Right about what?’ I asked, my breath hitching as his hand slid slowly over the contours of my body.

My nipples hardened as his fingers lightly brushed them on their trip to trace a circle around my belly button. His touch was feather light and had me yearning for a firmer connection.

‘You,’ he said thickly.

‘What about me?’ I gasped as he slowly caressed the top of my thigh and the spark of desire burst further into flame.

I’d had plenty of sex, and my fair share of good sex too, but being in bed with Logan had taken my experience to an entirely new level. Being with him lit me up in a way that felt wholly different. It was more than sex. There was a connection, something deep and meaningful. It was contradictorily both wonderful and inconvenient.

I knew it was imperative that I classed my time with him as nothing more significant than a holiday fling. Deep and meaningful moments definitely need not apply. The second our time was up, I would be packing him into the memory box to only bring out in future low moments, and yet…

‘Every inch of you is beautiful,’ he said, his fingers continuing their tantalising journey.

‘I’m still not entirely convinced you’ve explored every inch,’ I said, moving to straddle him and pin his arms above his head, ‘but we’ve got plenty of time.’

During the next twenty-four hours, we made good use of both the room service and the climate control, but gained no further knowledge of stunning Barcelona. We were completely engrossed in each other and, as Logan continued his intimate exploration of my entire body, I completely forgot about my made-up interview.

‘Do you think you should go back to your apartment tonight?’ he asked, after a day spent in the bed, the bath and under the power shower, the until then unknown delights of which he had enthusiastically educated me in.

I turned to face him, my hair fanned out to dry across the pillow.

‘Oh,’ I said, taken aback. ‘I guess I could. I mean, I have paid to stay there for the week, haven’t I?’

I didn’t much like the way my head and heart responded to the thought of time away from him. Perhaps it was a good thing that he was pulling back. Although I couldn’t help wishing that I had been the one to suggest it.

‘I was thinking more about giving you some space to prepare for your interview tomorrow.’ Logan frowned.

‘Oh my God,’ I said, as I quickly sat up. ‘The interview. I completely forgot.’

My reaction, was entirely unrehearsed. It had completely slipped my mind that I’d previously cited the pretend interview as my reason for being in the city and I wondered what would have happened had he not mentioned it. Would I ever have remembered?

‘Well,’ he said, as he luxuriously stretched out in the bed, ‘I knew I was good, but I had no idea I was good enough to wipe your memory.’

I biffed him with the pillow and he laughed.

‘You’re Flora, by the way,’ he reminded me. ‘Also known as Freckle.’

‘I have to go,’ I said, jumping up, gathering my randomly discarded clothes together and pulling them on. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow. After my interview.’

His bringing it up was the ultimate wake-up call. It was a shock to realise that I had become so intensely immersed in our fling that my brain had turned it into a genuine romantic getaway. The way my mood had dipped when he’d suggested I should leave was proof enough that that was what had happened and I realised I was in very real danger of leaving Spain with a broken heart as well as happy memories.

‘Or I could come to yours?’ he proposed.

I pretended I hadn’t heard him.

‘Have you seen my other shoe?’ I asked.

A quick glance in the mirror took me completely by surprise. Gone was the city sophisticate, in spite of the outfit I had now impatiently tugged back on, and in her place was Ally. Plain old, Ally. What on earth had Logan seen in her? And more to the point, what was she doing gatecrashing my getaway? She was supposed to be in the UK, hiding out in the airport loos until I picked her up again.

‘There,’ said Logan, pointing at the hotel door, behind which my other shoe was wedged. ‘And don’t forget your jacket,’ he added, standing up and reaching for it.

I took a moment to drink him in. Broad, toned, still tanned in spite of the season, and deliciously rumpled from endless hours making love, having sex and making me feel… it was hardly any wonder I’d forgotten myself, was it?

‘I’ll call you here tomorrow night,’ I told him, taking a step away as he took one towards me. If I let him touch me again, then I would never leave. ‘We’ll head out to a bar to either celebrate or commiserate.’

‘It will be to celebrate,’ he insisted. ‘I’ve got a good feeling and hang on, let me give you my number.’

So far, I’d avoided swapping numbers by changing the subject whenever he headed towards it. I’d called him via the hotel to confirm the details of our initial plan, but in light of recent events, I supposed we were a bit beyond going through reception. It wasn’t an issue I’d encountered before because my previous liaisons had all had a much shorter lifespan.

‘No time,’ I said, as I pretended to check a watch I wasn’t wearing. ‘I need to go otherwise I’ll never be ready for tomorrow. I really want this job,’ I added for good measure.

‘The one you’d completely forgotten about?’ Logan teased.

‘Well,’ I said, reaching for the door, ‘I’ve remembered it now.’

As I stumbled along the corridor to the lift that would carry me away from him, I couldn’t shake off the feeling that I felt far more affected by the thought of never seeing him again than I should have done.




Chapter 3

Having turned entirely back into Dorset-dwelling Ally at the airport, then endured the tedious mostly motorway trip from London carrying an extremely heavy heart, I discovered I was more than ready to negotiate the last stretch of road that led to Kittiwake Cove.

It was entirely unexpected to feel a hankering to be heading back to the home I had never felt was my own, but I put the unique emotion down to a combination of relief that I’d managed to get through the week without being found out, in spite of the fact that my guard had dropped so low it had been invisible, and the hope that my return would scrub out some of the feelings of shame I felt for abandoning Logan. Throwing myself into life back at Hollyhock Cottage would, with any luck, help me. Not completely forget, because I didn’t believe I deserved to, but feel a little less impacted by what I had done.

After every one of my previous getaways, I had arrived back in the cove buzzing and raring to go, full of zip and brimming with energy for at least the first few weeks. I would invariably find myself feeling so buoyed by what I’d experienced, I would be able to power through my return and the start of the working season, but this time around, those endorphin-enhanced emotions hadn’t shown up.

Rather than enjoying the refreshed spring in my step, I felt weighed down with the excess emotional baggage I’d dragged through Spanish customs and back on to the plane. It was predominantly guilt, but there was a hefty dollop of selfish bitterness thrown in for good measure, too. I felt miserable to have missed the opportunity to make the most of my last couple of days away, even though the situation was entirely of my own making.

Having realised I was in way over my head with Logan, I hadn’t called him again after leaving his hotel. The time of my fake interview had come and gone, the afternoon had stretched into night and I had stayed holed up in my apartment, only occasionally peeping out of the shutters to surreptitiously watch the world go by.

I knew it was highly unlikely that I would run into him if I ventured out, but I hadn’t dared risk it. Instead, I stayed inside with a novel for company while the sun shone and every other person in the city fell in love. Okay, so that was an exaggeration, but at the time, it was how I felt. I refused to allow myself to dwell on how Logan was feeling.

‘Nearly home sweet home,’ I sardonically said, as I drove around the outskirts of the large traditional seaside town of Shellcombe and headed for classier Kittiwake Cove.

I tried to keep my eyes focused on the road ahead rather than the glittering sea, which was mesmerising when viewed from the elevated clifftop position the road enjoyed. Not the safest of distractions when you were in the driving seat.

Shellcombe was the town I had grown up in. It was a couple of miles along the coast from the cove and was all seagulls, ice creams and chips, family holidays and noisy arcades. In complete contrast, Kittiwake Cove was much quieter and, sheltered by a sweeping curve of coastline, had the smaller but prettier of the two beaches. With no public car park, it was never overrun with tourists and offered a more sedate seaside experience than the gaudy delights available in Shellcombe.

There were rockpools teeming with life at the base of the cove cliffs and the sheltered setting boasted excellent swimming and kayaking opportunities. In terms of local businesses there was The Ship, an ancient pub with a restaurant attached, an independent café, smokehouse and a row of traditional fisherman’s cottages, all now tastefully renovated for the holiday let market.

And there was impressive Hollyhock Cottage, too, of course. Set above and away from the other businesses, it was Georgian, double fronted and boasted a huge garden, which grew an abundance of the flowers it was named after. The place was far too large to merit being called a cottage, but that was its name and it was the house my parents had inherited from their wealthy employer, Beatrice Baxter, the year I graduated from university.

Mum had been Beatrice’s personal assistant for years and then, as her employer’s health deteriorated in old age, she became her carer. It was a job envied by no one, as the woman had a fearsome reputation, but over the years, Mum had come to love her like a mother. Dad had worked for Beatrice too and was responsible for taking care of the garden and grounds.

My parents had been fiercely loyal to the lady who had no one else, travelling from Shellcombe every day to care for her and her home, even during my holidays from school. This had caused untold arguments when I had been too young to stay home alone because I was forced to tag along with them. Not only did Beatrice terrify me, there was little for me to do at the cottage and as I shifted into the tween and then early teen years, I frequently let Mum and Dad know how much I resented having to go with them.

‘I’m so bored,’ became the moaning mantra I adopted during the long summer breaks. And so consumed by my sulky fug, as I got older, I had never fallen in love with the cottage or found my place in it.

It wasn’t until Beatrice died that I realised that she had loved Mum and Dad as much as they did her. They mourned her passing deeply and had been incredibly shocked to discover that their loyalty, friendship and unwavering care had been rewarded with the biggest gift she could have bestowed upon them. She had left them Hollyhock Cottage, the most desirable property in the area. By then, I had left my hormone-fuelled teen years behind and was thrilled for them, especially as I knew I would never have to make the house that I had never warmed to my home. However, Beatrice’s generosity did come with certain conditions…

I hadn’t even made it through the open front door before the harried voice of one of those conditions shrieked a welcome. Of sorts.

‘We thought you were lost at sea!’ it piercingly belted out. ‘We thought you were lost! Lost! Lost!’

‘Good morning, Kasuku,’ I politely responded. ‘As you can see, I am not lost, but here again, safe and sound.’

‘Geoff! Geoff! Geoff!’

I would have liked a moment to catch my breath, but Kasuku, the ancient and often stroppy African grey parrot, whose eternal care had been the most significant condition of Beatrice’s legacy, was keen to alert my father to the fact that I wasn’t lost at sea, after all.

‘You old rascal,’ I muttered.

‘You old—’

‘Thank you, Kasuku,’ Dad cut in, rushing in from the garden, carrying with him a trug full of spring greenery and his familiar earthy scent. ‘Ally, my darling girl.’

He dumped the trug on the huge pine table and pulled me into his arms. He squeezed me tight and I hugged him back. I really was here then. It was time to pick up the reins and smilingly soldier on. As fleetingly keen as I had been to arrive back, I knew the season ahead was going to be all the harder with only the memory of a failed holiday to fall back on.

‘You should have let me know you were arriving so early,’ Dad said, releasing me just enough to kiss my cheek and look at my face. ‘You had decent weather then?’ He grinned.

He was referring to the abundant freckle outbreak, but I wished he wouldn’t. My conscience didn’t need further pricking. After everything Logan had said, I was going to struggle to look in a mirror without regretting him until at least late autumn.

‘I did,’ I said, resisting the urge to ask Dad if he had been all right on his own. ‘It was really warm.’

With Flora on-site, he hadn’t really been alone and I knew he would fret if my questioning let slip that him once fleetingly saying that he sometimes felt a little lonely was something that still played on my mind. It was one of my biggest concerns about him that I kept to myself and which kept me firmly anchored in place.

‘You had more luck than we did here then,’ Dad said, letting me go and filling the sink with water to wash his earth-encrusted hands. ‘Easter weekend was rotten.’

‘Rotten, stinky eggs!’ bawled Kasuku and Dad laughed.

‘How much longer do you reckon he’s got?’ I asked, nodding at the cage.

Kasuku looked at me, cocked his head and raised one leg. I just knew that was the parrot equivalent of flipping the bird and resisted the urge to stick out my tongue in response. I knew from previous experience that a reaction like that could set him off squawking in retaliation for days. His vocabulary never ceased to amaze me, though and it gave us all a fascinating insight into the sometimes guarded character of Beatrice Baxter because it could only have been her who taught him most of the guff he came out with.

‘Oh, he’ll easily outlive the pair of us,’ Dad chuckled.

I saw his back stiffen and knew he was remembering that was what Mum always used to say. It broke my heart that the parrot had outlived her.

‘Flora said that if you message her when you’re back, she’ll meet you on the beach whenever you’re ready,’ Dad told me, his voice a little huskier than before. ‘The usual place.’

The usual place was the place we had headed to, to share our secrets since we’d finally been deemed old enough to cycle from Shellcombe to the Cove on our own. Once we’d found it, it had never occurred to either of us that we could have carried on talking in my house, on the beach in Shellcombe or even on the bike journey.

If there was important info to impart, the sheltered rocks were, from then on, the place to do it. The irony wasn’t lost on me that, during the holidays, I had to be dragged kicking and screaming to the cottage every day, but given a taste of freedom, I had been more than willing to cycle to the cove with Flora – often in all weathers.

‘I hope she’s all right,’ I said, tossing Dad a towel to dry his hands on. ‘I know she was dreading Freddie moving out.’

‘She was,’ Dad confirmed. ‘I wouldn’t like to be in her shoes, stuck living in a house with parents like that. Not that I blame Freddie for going.’

‘Of course not.’

‘You know what,’ Dad carried on, ‘if I didn’t know better, I would have said Flora and her twin brother were changelings. They’re nothing like the other three.’

‘Thank goodness.’ I shuddered, thinking of the contrast between Flora and Freddie and their older brothers. ‘You’d certainly never put them together in a line up, would you?’

‘You would not,’ Dad agreed. ‘Though I daresay those three rogues have been in a few of those. Now, how about a bit of breakfast for the weary traveller?’

‘Toast! Toast! Toast!’ yelled Kasuku.

I was weary all right.

It was bordering on cold with a mean-spirited breeze whipping my hair around my face when I left the house a short while later and headed along the path through the garden that led down to the beach. I inched my scarf higher, wishing I’d worn a hat. Before I opened the waist-high rickety wooden gate, I took in the view and breathed in the sharp, salt-laden air. The sun was still dancing across the surface of the sea making it sparkle. I couldn’t deny it was certainly a picturesque spot, but it would never truly be mine.

I turned to look back at the house and acknowledged that it had been a relief to find Dad looking so hale and hearty (one of Mum’s favourite expressions) and in such good spirits. My hands aside, I knew Flora’s were the best he could have been left in, but that didn’t stop the fear that his mental health might suffer in my absence, or that he might have incurred some illness or injury, fighting its way in during the return leg of my journey.

‘Ally!’

I turned around again and spotted Flora waving like a loon on the sand below.

‘Hurry up!’ she bawled as I waved back.

‘You got here quick,’ I said, rushing to give her a hug.

‘I had a back wind.’ She laughed; her cheeks flushed from the journey as she nodded over to where she’d left her bicycle.

Arm in arm, we headed right to the edge of the cove and then squeezed our way between the rocks to our secret spot. It was little more than a wide ledge really, but it was surrounded by boulders on three sides, with a flatter one conveniently positioned across the top, which stopped the worst of the weather finding its way in. Depending on the time of year, that could be either searing sun, rain or wind and, occasionally, all three. On windy days, we always hoped the stony balancing act was less precarious than it looked.

‘You’ve had a haircut,’ I gasped, as Flora pulled back the hood of her coat.

‘I did most of it myself,’ she said, shaking out her hair, which was now styled in shoulder-length choppy layers.

Flora’s hair was almost black and raven glossy.

‘Most of it?’ I frowned.

‘It just needed tidying up,’ she shrugged and I guessed her effort had been a disaster. I would have loved to have seen that. ‘I thought I’d save a few quid by having a go at it myself, but it didn’t work out. I could do yours if you like. I daresay it’s easier snipping someone else’s locks.’

‘Uh, that would be a no,’ I said, leaning back.

‘Fair enough,’ she said with a smile.

My hair had been long and straight for as long as I could remember and I had no desire to change it.

‘I love your bangs,’ I said in an American accent, reaching across to rough them up.

‘Yes,’ she said, batting my hand away and teasing it all out with her gloved fingers. ‘I like the fringe, too, but never mind my hair. I want the goss. How did the getaway go? How many hook-ups? How much hot sex? You know I live vicariously through your trips away, so come on, spill your guts.’

I scrunched further down between the rocks where the ledge was wide enough for us to sit more comfortably.

‘Come on,’ she nudged. ‘What are you waiting for? We’ll get piles at this rate. My arse is already numb.’

I knew that to a certain extent she was humouring me about living vicariously through my getaways because, unlike me, Flora had never had any desire to leave the area. She loved her patch of the Dorset coast and I can’t deny I sometimes envied her ability to be so settled and genuinely satisfied with her lot. Not that she had settled in the negative sense. She’d created the life she wanted to live. An honest life that followed her heart, in spite of the bullshit her parents and three brothers inflicted on her.

That didn’t apply to Freddie, of course. He was every bit as wonderful as his sister. He’d just moved into the tiniest flat and if he could have squeezed Flora in with him, he would have taken her, but it hadn’t been an option in his minuscule one bedroomed abode.

‘Well.’ I swallowed, unsure as to how much I wanted to reveal about what had happened during my time away. ‘Barcelona was beautiful—’

‘Boring. I’ve heard that before,’ Flora impatiently cut in, in a singsong tone. ‘Next!’

‘Okay,’ I relented. ‘There was a hook-up. Just the one mind you. You know I’d never go with more than one guy at a time.’

She wrinkled her nose at that.

‘Do you mean, you’d only go with one guy per getaway or that you wouldn’t be up for a—’

‘You know exactly what I mean, Flora margarine.’

‘All right, Freckles. There’s no need to hit below the belt.’

We grinned at each other and giggled, revelling in our shared history.

‘And the sex was really hot,’ I further confided, feeling more relaxed as a result of the childish nickname exchange.

‘Wow,’ Flora sighed. ‘Any pics?’

I gave her a look.

‘Of the guy, not the sex,’ she squealed, putting up her hands.

‘No,’ I said. ‘No photos.’

‘What about a name then?’

‘Miguel,’ I said, the lie tripping easily off my tongue because I’d already pre-empted that I’d need one.

‘Miguel,’ Flora dreamily repeated. ‘From here on known as, Miguel the Magnificent.’

‘He was magnificent.’ I smiled.

‘Dark blonde?’ she guessed. ‘Gorgeous eyes and a standout smile.’

She was describing Logan to a T.

‘Yep.’ I swallowed. ‘That’s the fella. Now, tell me all about Freddie’s new place and how you’re getting on at home without him there to act as your parental buffer.’

‘No way,’ she said, ‘I want more details.’

‘You’re incorrigible,’ I tutted, just as a message from Dad opportunely popped up on my mobile. I hadn’t realised our nook was a signal hotspot. ‘Dad says will you stay and eat with us? He’s doing a roast.’

‘Hell yeah,’ she said, leaning painfully on me as she pulled herself up. ‘How can I resist? Last one off the beach has to carry my bike up the path.’

With a head start, I had no chance of catching her up.




Chapter 4

As well as being a bona fide green-fingered genius, Dad was also a virtuoso in the kitchen. When he’d left school, he had wanted to follow a career in catering, but his father knew someone who was looking to take on an apprentice gardener and shoved him in that direction instead. In spite of his naturally green fingers, Dad had never really warmed to the role when it was forced on him, although he’d later come to love it, and when he and Mum inherited Hollyhock Cottage and Mum came up with the exciting plans for the future of the place, he took the opportunity to retrain.

Now, he was both a happy gardener and an accomplished cook. The look of the laden kitchen table and irresistible smells that greeted Flora and I after our trip to the beach confirmed that he exceeded at both. It was his dream career combination as he now grew, harvested, baked and cooked the most delicious food to feed not only us, but also the guests who came to stay with us throughout the spring to late summer season.

‘So,’ I said, once I’d washed my hands and was sat at the table. Flora was already piling crispy roast potatoes on to her plate and Dad was carving a plump and succulent chicken. ‘How are the bookings looking?’

I would have preferred to put off talking about work a little longer, but with guests set to arrive in just a few days, I knew from past experience that it made more sense to be ready for action a while before the first weekend got underway.

‘Even better than this time last year,’ Dad told me, sounding thrilled. ‘We’re practically fully booked for the entire season. Breast or leg, Flora?’

‘Decisions, decisions,’ she grinned. ‘Can I have both, please?’

‘Glutton,’ I tutted, as Dad acquiesced and deftly popped two succulent slices of breast on to her plate along with one of the legs.

‘Thank you, Geoff.’ She beamed, before covering the lot in gravy.

‘Hey!’ I yelped, grabbing the boat. ‘Don’t hog all the gravy.’

‘Tut, tut!’ scolded Kasuku.

‘And we’ve had an enquiry about hosting another workshop,’ Dad carried on, ignoring our squabble. ‘From an author who lives literally just over the border in Devon.’

I scrunched up my nose.

‘What’s the topic?’ Flora asked.

Dad frowned in concentration.

‘Nature writing,’ he said. ‘Or something like that.’

‘Isn’t that what Fay does?’ I asked. ‘I’m sure that’s one of her specialities.’

‘I couldn’t remember at the time,’ said Dad. ‘But you’re right. Can you email the chap next week and explain we already have someone local offering the same thing?’

‘First thing on Monday,’ I nodded. ‘We wouldn’t want to upset one of our more home-grown tutors, would we?’

‘Absolutely not,’ said Dad. ‘Out of county contributors are welcome, but only if they offer something completely different.’

‘And how’s the final stage of the courtyard conversion looking?’

‘All done,’ said Flora. ‘Well, apart from the final dressing. Freddie and his crew finished a couple of days ago.’

Project manager Freddie and his small team, which comprised of builders, decorators, a plumber and electrician, had undertaken all of the original work required to bring Mum’s plans to life, as well as the extra flourish that I had suggested, and Dad had gone along with.

‘Great,’ I said, feeling relieved that it was all in hand.

‘And just in time,’ Dad joined in.

‘I still think we would make more money renting that space separately,’ I said, again picking at the thread I’d been pulling since the work to transform it began in the winter. ‘Rather than piling it in with the rest, we should market it independent of the courses and for longer lengths of time.’

During the weekends from April to early October, Hollyhock Cottage opened its doors to a variety of local crafters and creators who tutored residential courses. The workshops on offer comprised opportunities to learn skills such as painting, silversmithing, sewing, linocutting, creative writing and journaling, to name a few. The guest numbers were limited to eight and they all stayed on-site in the converted stable accommodation that was situated on the other side of the garden. They also enjoyed the seasonal foodie delights cooked up by Dad. I was responsible for the general day-to-day management and the majority of the housekeeping.

The classy and exclusive set-up had been Mum’s clever idea. A keen and accomplished crafter herself, she had wanted to support the local creative community in a way that offered them more than a location in which to sell their wares. There was already an exhibition space and gallery on the outskirts of Shellcombe, but nowhere for mum’s artistic circle of friends to teach their skills.

Inheriting Hollyhock Cottage had initially been both a blessing and a burden, because the place needed to pay its way. Thankfully, Mum had soon come up with the clever solution that utilised the space and offered something unique to the area that was entirely bespoke. Originally, the role I now fulfilled was going to be hers and Dad had been all set to embrace the challenge of doing the cooking as well as continuing to maintain the garden.

In the early days, before Mum was taken, I hadn’t been involved with any of it at all. I was at university when they inherited the cottage and while the planning part of the set-up got underway and I had keenly enthused about their ideas, all the while feeling grateful that they were settled and going to be secure, living and working, in the place they loved. Conversely, I was thrilled to have escaped the confines of the cove and was all set to build myself an exciting life in another part of the world.

All our lives had been falling perfectly into place until…

‘Ally?’

‘Sorry,’ I said, coming to and pushing the memory of one of my last conversations with Mum away. ‘What was that?’

‘The new conversion,’ Dad repeated. ‘I think we will have to let it out separately now anyway as this year’s course and accommodation combos are all taken.’

‘That’s what I’ve been suggesting all along,’ I patiently restated. ‘We have eight guests at a time and there are eight single en suite rooms. One for each. Lovely and tidy. If we start randomly offering the flat to one course member, who will have to pay much more for it because it’s so much bigger and entirely self-contained, then it will leave us with an empty single, which will doubtless be impossible to consistently let.’

‘I agree with Ally,’ said Flora. I gave her a grateful smile. ‘Her suggestion keeps it all simple and a longer let on the flat will earn a more regular income and also mean less disruption for me because there won’t be a constant stream of guests moving in and out right next to my studio.’

‘How are your books looking?’ I asked her, before Dad came up with a counterargument.

The way I was keen to market the new space, was definitely the right way to go, but for some reason, it had proved to be an uphill struggle to get Dad to see it. I wondered if it was because it was the first thing we had done that hadn’t been a part of Mum’s original plan. Had she still been with us, I knew she would have come up with the idea for it herself, but as she wasn’t, it was down to Dad and I to keep the business moving forward.

Perhaps that was what he found so difficult. The further we went, the further we moved away from Mum’s original vision. I knew I should try to be more patient with him, but where developing the business was concerned, it was difficult sometimes and as a result we occasionally locked horns.

‘My bookings are looking good.’ Flora smiled. ‘Opening at weekends is proving popular, especially for people who can’t see me during the week because of work commitments and it’s helping me spread appointments out a little more evenly, too.’

As a highly skilled practitioner, I knew how sought after appointments with my best friend were. She was proficient in both Reiki and holistic massage and had been struggling to fit clients in while balancing her own need to rest, ground and refocus between each one.

‘That’s really great,’ I said, feeling relieved that it was working out, because I had been worrying that her desire to support so many people had been taking more of a toll on her than she had let on. ‘I’m pleased it’s making a difference.’

‘You’ve got more time to ground yourself now, haven’t you?’ Dad expertly put in, which made me smile and Flora nod in confirmation.

‘You should book yourself a session, Ally,’ she pointedly said to me, which made my smile falter. ‘Your aura is looking a little on the dark side.’

‘Dark?’ Dad questioned, looking sharply from her to me. ‘She should be all red after a week in the sun having fun, surely?’

I waved my hands around my head and shoulders, trying to waft my aura away.

‘You need to stop teaching him about that stuff,’ I told Flora, suddenly feeling less thrilled about Dad’s recently acquired knowledge and in particular his ability to apply it to me. ‘It’s not helpful.’

‘You leave her alone,’ Dad told me off. ‘She realigned and unblocked a couple of my chakras while you were away and I feel fabulous.’

‘Why did you need to do that?’ I demanded of Flora before turning to Dad. ‘What was wrong? Have you not been feeling well? You never said anything.’

I felt my throat start to tighten and my temperature rise as was always the case when I caught even a hint that something was amiss with him.

‘I’m fine.’ Dad frowned, quickly reaching across the table to take my hand. ‘I didn’t mean to panic you, love.’

‘I’m not panicking,’ I said, even though I was. ‘I just didn’t know you weren’t all right. You said everything here has been fine,’ I accusingly shot at Flora.

‘Stop,’ she sternly said. ‘Everything has been fine. Everything is fine. I just got him balanced up a bit before the season starts, that’s all. A little fine tuning never hurt anyone.’

Dad squeezed my hand and let it go and I tried to calm my breathing without making it obvious that’s what I was doing.

‘I’ve been spending more time on site here, too,’ Flora carried on, tracking back to what we’d been saying before my mini meltdown. ‘Because there’s no chance of me doing any of what I need to at home. Now Freddie’s left, all the stick we used to share between us is raining down on me. He feels awful, even though I’ve told him a hundred times that if I’d been in his position, I’d have gone, too.’

For some reason Flora and Freddie’s parents had always held them both personally responsible for being twins and costing them a fortune after raising – in the loosest sense of the word – their first three sons. It didn’t matter that the twins were both now adults who paid their way and contributed to the household income. Well, Freddie had until he moved out.

In fact, the older Flora and Freddie had got, the worse the abuse at home had become. Freddie coming out as bi had really set the cat among the pigeons because anything other than straight down the road in their bigoted family unit was unnatural, unwanted, unloved… and that
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She’s escaping the country. He's escaping the city.

What happens when their worlds collide?
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