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ABOUT THE BOOK

Jess is looking for a fresh start and facing an uncertain future …

She takes refuge in the beautiful Devon seaside town of Pennycombe but her confidence is at an all-time low after losing her job. She’s treading on eggshells living with her cousin Ruth, who seems to be permanently angry with her, and although she enjoys her new job at the local pet shop, with boss Jim pondering retirement, it’s soon threatened with closure. But with faithful dog Prudence by her side, Ruth decides it’s time to overcome her shyness and make a life for herself in Pennycombe. After volunteering for Pets at Therapy she soon becomes more involved with the local community and makes new friends, including handsome Tom and his son Jacob. But her hopes of romance are dashed when she sees Tom with a mystery woman …

Will Jess finally get her happy ending and feel at home in Pennycombe?
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For Django. And for his humans, Sally and Richard Brown, who kindly shared with me the secret of their conversations with Django, and his imaginary friends!





PART 1

A RUFF TIME




CHAPTER 1

I first met Nick Abbott on a lovely morning in the middle of May. I’d been standing on the beach, the gentle waves just lapping my toes, gazing out to sea. It was my favourite time of year in Pennycombe Bay, still relatively quiet before the main onslaught of holidaymakers but with the possibility of sunny days and long, light evenings. My cocker spaniel Prudence was splashing madly in the shallow waves, full of the joy of being alive, when suddenly a big shaggy brown dog dived into the sea next to her, completely submerging her for a few seconds before she shook herself and bounded after him.

‘Sorry!’ called a voice from behind me. ‘He’s a bit too exuberant!’

‘It’s fine.’ I turned, smiling in my usual hesitant way at the tall, blond, good-looking guy approaching me down the beach. ‘Look, they’re friends already.’

‘So easy for dogs, isn’t it,’ he commented, laughing. ‘No awkward introductions, no bothering with hearing each other’s life histories. Just jump straight in and start playing.’

I nodded, struck dumb now with shyness. He was right, I thought sadly. If only I could be as easy and carefree as these dogs and, come to that, as easy and relaxed as this handsome stranger seemed to be. Ignoring my silence, he was already going on to talk about his dog – Buddy – how long he’d had him, how nice the weather had been, and how long he’d lived in Pennycombe Bay.

‘Are you local yourself?’ he asked eventually as I was still struggling to think of anything to say in response.

‘Yes. I’ve been living here for about four years now.’

‘Oh, right. I haven’t seen you down here before,’ he remarked.

‘Well, during the winter I usually take Prudence to West Beach.’

‘Oh, right. Of course. Dogs aren’t allowed there from May to September, are they?’ he said. ‘I prefer it here anyway, myself.’

I nodded. West Beach, closer to the centre of town, was where all the holidaymakers went, but this smaller, rockier beach at Stony Cove was prettier, as well as being quieter. The only reason I chose West Beach, outside of the peak season when dogs were allowed there, was that it was a slightly shorter walk from my home, and time was at a premium. I checked my watch now, quickly, and gave a little start of surprise.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Um, it was nice to meet you but I need to get going.’ I shrugged self-consciously. ‘Come on, Prudence.’

As usual I was trying hard not to let my natural shyness come across as downright rudeness. It was a difficult balancing act. I could already feel myself starting to blush. But he was still smiling, as if he hadn’t even noticed how awkward I was.

‘Work?’ he asked, sympathetically. ‘Luckily I’ve got a day off today.’ He grimaced. ‘Back to the grind tomorrow, then I’ll be walking Buddy a lot earlier, as usual.’

‘Right.’ I nodded, and managed to give him a smile in return. ‘Well, sorry, but I really must dash, I’m running late.’

Prudence bounded out of the sea towards me, ears bouncing, tail waving, her eyes bright with excitement. I stepped away from her a little as she shook herself vigorously, sea water flying in all directions, then I fastened her lead. I looked up at the guy, gave him a flustered little wave and turned to go.

‘Nice to meet you too,’ he called after me. ‘Hope I didn’t hold you up! I’m Nick, by the way.’

‘Oh, I’m Jess,’ I mumbled, without looking back. ‘Bye, then!’

I walked quickly back along the beach towards the steps up to the road, embarrassed and annoyed with myself. What was wrong with me? I couldn’t even manage to have an ordinary conversation with a man without being so shy that I was in danger of coming across as downright rude. And now I’d probably made myself late for work. I looked at my watch again and tried to force myself to relax. It was OK. If Prudence and I walked at a decent pace we could be home from here in about ten minutes – if you could call it home. Then I shook myself. Now I was just being ungrateful! Ungrateful to my cousin, whose house I lived in. Ungrateful for my nice life here in the place I’d loved ever since I was a child, when my dad used to bring me here for days out from our home in Exeter. And, of course, I knew I should have been thankful for the fact that I had a job, even if it wasn’t exactly what I’d imagined myself doing as a career. It was a nice little job, and it was better than being unemployed, I told myself sharply. Better than having to sweep the roads or clean toilets for a living. I was lucky, I reminded myself yet again. Snap out of it, girl!

The fact was that I loved living here in Pennycombe Bay, I loved being able to walk on the beach with Prudence every morning before work and, later in the summer, to swim in the sea during the evenings, when the water was at its warmest and most of the tourists had packed up and left the beach. The quaint, narrow, cobbled little streets that made up the town centre, the quirky shops and cheerful, friendly cafés were all part of the reason I felt so at home in the little town. I was so lucky to be living here, I reminded myself again. So why did I sometimes feel so unsettled? Why couldn’t I shake off this niggling feeling that life had cheated me, that everybody else was more fulfilled and happy than I was?

‘Why can’t I be more like you?’ I said out loud to Prudence. ‘Why can’t I just enjoy my nice life, and be grateful for it?’

Prudence looked up at me, her head on one side as if she’d like to help, if only she could.

Don’t worry, Mum, she seemed to be saying. At least you’ve got me!

I laughed at the expression on her little face. As long as I had her, why should I worry about anyone else? A chance encounter with a good-looking stranger on the beach didn’t matter in the least. I’d have forgotten all about it by the next day.

Home was number five, West View Villas, and was just one street back from the seafront, up a short but quite steep hill that had Prudence and me puffing from the climb. A three-storey pink-painted house, built during the rise in popularity of British seaside resorts in the 1930s, it was at the top end of a terrace of similar houses. They were all painted in different pastel colours, and had been used as B&Bs for decades, but were now mostly owned by well-off young professionals like my cousin, or as second homes by Londoners who brought their families down to stay during the summer. Because of its history as a B&B, the house was a lot bigger than it looked from the outside, with five bedrooms and two bathrooms, a big fitted kitchen that had been knocked through to the dining room, and a separate lounge at the front. It was too big for one person – my cousin – on her own; I had no idea how she’d afforded to buy it. Too big even for the two of us, but needless to say, I wasn’t about to complain. Being on the end of the terrace had also given the house the advantage of space for a garage – a rarity in the tight little streets of this town – with a utility room built onto the back. The garden was small but at least gave Prudence somewhere to run around. And best of all, because we were at the top of a hill, the back bedrooms had balconies looking over the rooftops of the houses in the next street and down to the sea.

By the time I let myself into the house that morning, my cousin had already left. Ruth was an accountant, working for a practice in Exeter where she’d been all but promised, if she stayed with them, a partnership by the time she was forty. She was counting down the years: four to go. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what it was like to be Ruth: to have to put on a smart suit every day, commute on the train and spend her life in an office, dealing with spreadsheets and figures, profits and losses, assets and liabilities and all the other things she talked about, which I didn’t understand or even want to. Going out for business lunches and meetings with clients; bringing work home to do at weekends. We were so different, it was hard to believe we were closely related. For a start, she was tall, slender and beautiful, with long straight dark hair that gleamed as if it were silk. I was much shorter, making me look a bit dumpy, and although my hair was the same colour, to my endless chagrin I hadn’t inherited the straight, shiny look. Mine was an unruly mop of curls that I’d finally given in and had cut short – it was the only way to manage it. Six years older than me, Ruth had been like a big sister to me when we were children. I’d looked up to her then. Now, it was definitely more a case of her looking down on me.

I washed Prudence, gave her a rub down with a warm towel, filled her water bowl and watched her settle down in her bed.

‘There you go, Pru,’ I said, giving her a quick stroke before I left. ‘Have a nice rest, and I’ll see you later.’

She wagged her tail at me. OK, Mum. Off you go to work, I’ll be fine!

‘Don’t give me that look,’ I warned her, smiling. ‘I know you’re probably plotting to get all your little doggy friends round here as soon as my back’s turned. I suppose you’ll have a party here and finish off all the drink in the cupboard!’

It was a little joke we shared. Well, I suppose I shared it with myself. That’s what happens when a dog is your closest friend – you not only talk to them, you imagine them replying, and make up imaginary lives for them too. Of course, Prudence knew I’d be coming home at lunchtime, as I did most days, to let her out in the garden. That was another reason to appreciate my nice life, I reminded myself: working locally, only a short walk into town from here. It wouldn’t have been fair to have a dog if I’d worked long hours in the city like Ruth did. Not that Ruth would want a dog, anyway. She just about tolerated Prudence, as long as I kept her clean and quiet, which wasn’t always easy.

I walked quickly into town, enjoying the breeze on my face, the blue sky and sunshine. As usual, I stopped off at the newsagent’s, which was the shop next door to ours, where Mr Patel had my paper ready and waiting for me.

‘Anything else for you today, Jess?’ he asked, smiling at me.

‘No thanks, Mr P.’ I fumbled in my purse for the right change. ‘Have a good day.’

‘You too, love.’

It was pretty much the same quick, uncomplicated conversation we had every morning, and it suited me perfectly, not having to worry about what to say or how to say it. Mr Patel was a nice guy who knew all his customers by name, and he stocked a few convenience items like tea, coffee and biscuits alongside his newspaper business. So I was often sent next door to his shop for supplies during my working day too.

‘Here you are, then, Jess,’ said my boss, Jim Meacham, looking up with a smile when the door chimes alerted him to my arrival in the pet shop.

He said the same thing every day – as if I’d turned up unexpectedly an hour late, or as if he’d been wondering whether I was coming in at all. In fact, I was there on the dot of eight forty-five every morning, giving us fifteen minutes to have coffee and a chat before I turned the Closed sign on the door round to Open. Every day I performed the same small ritual, watched by Jim with an expression of genuine anticipation, hands on the counter, poised ready for his first customer. Actually, we both knew it could be hours before anyone came in to buy anything. Sometimes we’d have a rush – two or three sales within the first hour of opening. Other days, we’d close for an hour for lunch without having served a single customer.

Jim was getting on a bit now, but he’d owned Paws4Thought for over thirty years, and worked there as an assistant to his father before that – ever since he was a young boy. Back then, it had been a traditional pet shop called simply Pennycombe Bay Pets and Supplies, selling kittens and puppies as well as smaller animals like mice, hamsters and gerbils. I remembered being brought as a child to the shop on rainy seaside day trips, to coo over the cute kittens and fluffy bunnies, while we sheltered from the weather and my dad chatted to Jim about the latest scandal in the town. They were old friends; Dad knew everyone around here in those days. He was born and grew up in Pennycombe Bay, only moving to Exeter when he married my mum, so he always enjoyed bringing me back here for our days out together.

Of course, pet shops didn’t tend to sell puppies or kittens any more, and Jim had changed the shop’s name about ten years earlier to reflect the changing times. He apparently asked the local school to hold a competition for the kids to come up with a quirky new name, and no doubt it was actually the parents who put forward their suggestions. Paws4Thought was the result. We now stocked pet food – every brand under the sun – and flea powders and shampoos, toys and beds, leads and collars for dogs, scratching posts and litter trays for cats, cages for mice and birds, books on pet care – you get the picture. Everything but the animals, who would have made the job halfway interesting and fun.

But again, I knew I should appreciate what I had. It was a nice job, after all, and Jim was lovely. I was pretty sure he didn’t even really need me, but he’d stepped in when he heard I needed a break, probably out of loyalty to my dad. And I worked as hard as I could to make his life easier and repay him for his kindness. I stacked the shelves, did the stock ordering, balanced the books, did the banking – letting him sit in his chair behind the counter chatting to his regular customers. Sometimes I felt that we were as much a meeting place of pet owners as a shop, but that was Pennycombe Bay for you. Longstanding friendships going back for generations; old-fashioned slot machines on the pier and boat trips from the harbour; traditional fish and chips, and cream teas. The British seaside at its best. Some of my friends back in Exeter wouldn’t have come near the place. They thought it was dull. I wasn’t sure what it said about me that I loved it so much.

‘Two sugars and a digestive biscuit as usual, Jim?’ I called out now, as I finished making our morning coffees in the little kitchen at the back of the shop.

‘Lovely, Jess.’ He came to take the steaming mug out of my hands, and as we both went back through to the shop to start another day, the stranger on the beach slipped to the back of my mind.


CHAPTER 2

We closed the shop at five-thirty and I was home before six. As usual I took Prudence out for another good romp along the beach, and came back through Penny Woods. Ruth was home when I arrived back, and before we’d even exchanged a word she’d come out to the utility room to watch me washing Prudence, and was frowning and tutting at the sand and mud Prudence had accumulated on our walk.

‘I’ll get her completely clean before I bring her into the house,’ I said, as if it wasn’t what I did every single day. I’d gone around to the back door, as always, and filled the sink in the utility room. Prudence was used to the routine. She was small enough to be lifted into the sink and washed down, before she got her reward of a warm towel. But still Ruth had to stand there, shaking her head as if we were making a mess of the place. I wouldn’t have minded so much if it wasn’t usually me who did all the housework. There was an unspoken agreement that it was only right and fitting that I did, as I was the family charity case who had been graciously taken in, in return for a very low rent. I couldn’t really dispute this, though. If Ruth hadn’t made me her offer, I’d never have been able to live in such a lovely house.

‘Make sure you clean the sink and wipe the floor when you’ve finished, won’t you,’ she said as she headed back into the house. ‘I’ve got someone coming round for dinner later.’

‘Huh!’ I whispered to Prudence as I soaped the fur under her tummy. ‘I doubt whether whoever it is will care less what state the house is in, never mind a bit of dirt out here!’

Of course they won’t. She rubbed her wet head against my arm. Don’t take any notice!

When she was dry, I took her indoors and fed her, then cooked myself some sausages and sat at the kitchen table to eat my meal. As soon as I’d finished I went into the lounge, Prudence padding in after me. I closed the door and put the TV on.

‘They’ll be eating in the dining room,’ I said to Prudence, referring to Ruth and whoever her visitor was. I’d noticed the table set with the best tablecloth, cutlery and napkins.

But we don’t care, do we? Prudence put her head on one side, and I stroked her as she gazed at me lovingly.

After a while I heard someone arrive, and turned up the volume on the TV. It was a man’s voice, and I could hear their conversation and laughter as they cooked together in the kitchen. Prudence had fallen asleep by my feet and it was only when there was a sudden loud bark from out in the hallway that she jumped up, shook herself, and ran to the door, whining and sniffing the other dog’s scent.

‘Blimey, Prudence, I don’t believe it!’ I whispered to her. ‘Don’t say she’s actually allowed her new boyfriend to bring a dog round here.’

Yes, and I want to go out and meet him, please!

I opened the door, and walked straight into the guy I’d met on the beach that morning.

‘Oh!’ he said, sounding as surprised as I was. ‘Hello again! Um … Jess, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes.’ I looked at my feet, hoping he hadn’t noticed that I’d blushed bright red. ‘Hello, um, Nick.’

‘I had no idea you lived here,’ he said. ‘With Ruth, I mean.’

‘She’s my cousin.’

‘I see. She’s never said – that she had a cousin, I mean. Or that you lived with her.’ He sounded quite confused. I wondered how long he’d known Ruth. Presumably not long, as this, as far as I knew, was the first time he’d been to the house. It wasn’t too surprising that she hadn’t bothered to mention me. I was far more shocked that she’d allowed another dog into her house. Buddy and Prudence were already circling each other, tails wagging, preparing at any moment to have a full-on romp around the room.

‘Do you two know each other?’ Ruth demanded, suddenly appearing behind Nick with a tea towel in her hands. She sounded put out.

‘Not exactly,’ he said, turning round to her with a smile. ‘We just met on the beach this morning. Walking the dogs.’

‘Oh, the dogs,’ she said in a bored voice. She looked down at them and added, ‘Let them out in the garden, will you, Jess, if they’re going to start getting boisterous.’

‘I’ll do it,’ Nick said. He gave me a little grin, as if we were sharing a secret – making me feel flustered all over again. ‘Come on, Buddy. And you, Prudence!’

As the dogs followed him excitedly down the hallway, I heard him saying to Ruth: ‘Why didn’t you tell me your cousin lived with you? She was so quiet I’d never have known she was here.’

‘She’s always quiet,’ came Ruth’s scathing reply. ‘She keeps herself to herself.’

I closed the lounge door again and turned back to my TV programme, my face burning with the shame of being, as usual, the quiet girl, the awkward one who didn’t know how to make polite conversation with people. I’d have loved to have someone like Nick for a boyfriend, but because of my crippling social anxiety I doubted it would ever happen. The few boyfriends I’d had – none of them lasting more than a couple of months – had given up on me pretty quickly, and I understood why. I was hard work. I wasn’t good at relationships, and found it difficult to get close to people. I knew I ought to work at it, to push myself and make more of an effort. I was thirty, for God’s sake, not thirteen – it really was about time I grew up and got over this ridiculous shyness. But no matter how many times I berated myself for it, I just couldn’t seem to do anything about it.

At work in the shop, though, my awkwardness fortunately never troubled me. Jim could chat for England, and I enjoyed his easy company and all the Pennycombe Bay gossip he shared. Added to which, the customers themselves often liked to stay and chat. Most of them were regulars we knew by name, or sometimes by their pets’ names.

‘Blackie’s dad hasn’t been in for a while,’ Jim would muse, referring to the elderly owner of a long-haired cat, who always bought his food, litter and flea treatments from us. ‘I hope he’s all right.’

The rest of the day would then be spent asking other customers if they’d seen or heard of Blackie’s owner, resulting in one of the old chap’s neighbours promising to pop round and check on him. If nobody did, Jim or I would go and call on him ourselves at the end of the day.

A couple of weeks after Nick’s dinner date with Ruth, Jim was fretting about someone else. Vera had been a regular customer with her little terrier, Trevor, until the previous year when Trevor had sadly gone to the great kennel in the sky, as Jim liked to refer to it. Vera hadn’t been able to face getting another dog, but she still came into the shop whenever she was passing. All she really wanted was to sit on the chair at the counter that Jim kept for exactly that purpose and enjoy a rest and a chat. If we weren’t busy, I’d make her a cup of coffee while they caught up on all the gossip. Jim had known her since their school days and had apparently even dated her for a while, back in the 1960s, before they met their respective spouses. They were both widowed now and I knew he was still fond of her.

‘She hasn’t been in at all this week,’ he said now, shaking his head at me. ‘It’s not like her. I think I’ll pop round and see her, Jess. Can you manage on your own for a bit?’

‘Of course.’ I nodded at him. ‘I hope Vera’s OK.’

After he’d gone, I got on with tidying the stock. I was lost in my own thoughts and when the bell rang to let me know a customer had come in, it gave me such a start that I nearly tumbled off the little set of steps I’d been using to reach the top shelf.

‘Are you all right, Jess? Sorry, did I give you a fright?’

It didn’t help my state of mind at all that I recognised that voice straight away: Nick. He’d been to the house a few more times now since that first visit, always brought Buddy with him and always had a quick chat to me about the dogs before Ruth hustled him away with a glare at me as if I’d initiated the conversation – which, of course, I’d never have had the courage to do.

‘I’m OK, thanks. I was just … concentrating. On the, er, canine eye drops.’

‘Right. Yes, I find canine eye drops do take a lot of concentration.’

I blushed crimson, and he laughed. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I just came in for an emergency bottle of dog shampoo.’

‘Of course.’ I put on my efficient shop assistant voice as I showed him the different brands of shampoo we stocked. I could see Buddy outside the shop, tethered to one of our rings and drinking greedily from the bowl of water we always kept topped up out there. ‘He does look like he needs a little wash! Prudence is always the same after a long walk,’ I said.

‘Understatement of the year. He’s covered in mud and slime. I took him through the far end of Penny Woods and, of course, he jumped in the pond. I should know better by now,’ he said ruefully. ‘And the whole point of taking a long lunch break today was that I’ve got my first appointment at the care home.’

‘The care home?’ I echoed as I rang up his purchase.

‘Yes. That’s why I need to give him a good wash. The residents won’t exactly want to stroke and pet him in this state, will they?’

‘Do you have a relative or someone to visit in the care home?’ I asked shyly.

‘No – it’s not a personal visit.’ He looked at me in surprise. ‘Haven’t I told you? Buddy and I have joined “Pets As Therapy”. You know, the charity?’

I shook my head.

‘It’s a scheme where volunteers take their dogs or cats into care homes and hospitals and so on,’ he explained. ‘Haven’t you heard of it?’

‘No. What do you do there?’

‘We just chat to people, and let them stroke the pets. Apparently they love it – it calms them, and encourages them to talk. It even has health benefits, so I’m told. Lowers their blood pressure or whatever. But as I say, I’m only just starting today, so I’m a bit unsure myself how it’s all going to work.’

He was smiling as he said this. He seemed so confident, despite the fact that it was his first time. I felt sure Nick never got nervous about anything in his life, whereas to me, the idea of chatting to complete strangers sounded like my worst nightmare.

‘Well, I hope it goes OK,’ I told him anyway.

‘Thanks. I’d better dash, if I’m going to wash this filthy beast first. I’ll let you know how I get on.’

And with a nod and a smile, he was gone.

When Jim came back, it was with the worrying news that Vera had fallen over in her garden and broken her ankle, and was now having to stay indoors, keeping her foot elevated as much as possible.

‘I’ve said I’ll call round every couple of days to see how she’s doing,’ he said.

‘I’d be happy to do that,’ I offered, but he shook his head, apparently wanting to take responsibility for his old friend himself.

‘Vera’s going to hate being immobilised like this,’ he muttered. ‘I knew something must be wrong.’

‘Poor Vera. I’m sure she’ll appreciate you calling on her, though.’

He looked worried and distracted for the rest of the day. I tried to take his mind off it by telling him about Nick and the Pets As Therapy thing.

‘Yes, I’ve heard of that,’ he said. ‘It’s a nice thing for your friend to do.’

‘Oh, he’s not my friend!’ I said quickly, flushing. ‘He’s my cousin’s new boyfriend.’

‘I see.’ Jim nodded. ‘And is your cousin involved in this charity too?’

I laughed. ‘No, not at all. I’ve told you, I don’t think Ruth really likes dogs. Although she seems to be pretending to, since she met Nick. It’s quite funny really. He brings his dog round – Buddy – and Ruth gets this look on her face like she’s trying to smile, but it hurts.’ I mimicked Ruth’s forced smile, and Jim chuckled. ‘Then she bends down to Buddy and sort of pats him with her fingers – like this.’ I bent to pat an imaginary dog, my arm outstretched as far as I could reach, my fingers stretched, a look of distaste on my face.

‘If your cousin doesn’t like dogs, I’d have thought she’d be better off being honest about it,’ he said when we’d both stopped laughing. ‘I can’t really see a relationship working out where one partner likes dogs and the other one doesn’t.’

I didn’t respond. I didn’t want to say I agreed with him; it felt too disloyal to Ruth.

‘Anyway, what’s his dog like?’ Jim added.

‘He’s lovely. A big shaggy cross-breed, very affectionate. Prudence loves him.’

‘She’s told you she wants to marry him, I suppose,’ he said, with a twinkle in his eye.

‘Of course!’ I laughed. ‘She thinks they’d have beautiful puppies together.’

I didn’t tell too many people about my conversations with Prudence, but I knew Jim understood. He had two cats himself, and said he spent half his life talking to them. He didn’t even seem to think it was too strange that I also invented Pru’s replies. But perhaps he’d start to wonder about me if I admitted that I made up an imaginary life for her, with imaginary doggy friends who visited, when I left her on her own! No, I didn’t talk to anyone about that. I was far too embarrassed about it!


CHAPTER 3

June passed uneventfully, with its long light evenings when I loved to linger on the coast path with Prudence, enjoying being outside without my coat. I didn’t even mind the inevitable summer showers too much because the rain felt warm and gentle, compared with the dreary downpours of winter, and it was helping the wild flowers to grow, and the roses in our garden to bloom.

Nick had now become a regular visitor to West Hill Villas, always bringing Buddy with him, and by the time Pennycombe Bay’s tourist season was beginning to build up in early July, Ruth was getting to be an expert at the whole business of pretending to be a dog lover. Anyone who didn’t know her better might even have been taken in by the way she welcomed him and petted him – even going so far, when Nick was there, to pretend she liked Prudence as well as Buddy. She kept up the pretence right to the moment when Nick left, and then she’d tut and sigh about the dog hairs everywhere and ask me to get the Hoover out. I often felt like asking her why she let him bring Buddy round, if it annoyed her so much. But I didn’t want to give her the chance to say she didn’t want Prudence in the house either. I had to admit it was good of her to tolerate Prudence living there with me, when it was pretty obvious she’d have preferred a pet-free environment, so I wasn’t about to rock the boat. And neither, it seemed, was she – because, as she admitted to me in one of her unusual confiding moments, she was crazy about Nick.

Nick. My own heart gave an involuntary little lurch at the thought of him. He was undeniably gorgeous, and it felt like we had so much in common: he really did share my love of animals, rather than just pretending to. But his presence now, whenever he was here in the house, inevitably reduced me to tongue-tied stupidity. I tried so hard to act normally when he chatted to me, but as usual I panicked so much about what to say that my pulse raced and I’d find myself stuttering over my words, unable to even meet his eyes. What made it worse was that he was so nice to me. I often wondered what on earth he must make of the contrast between his clever, sophisticated, beautiful girlfriend, who had her own home, wealthy parents and an enviable career, and her pathetically shy, under-achieving, hard-up little shop assistant cousin. I guessed he only bothered to talk to me because of the dogs. He’d been telling me all about his sessions with Pets As Therapy, and I loved hearing about his weekly visits to the care home.

‘The old people get so excited when I take Buddy in,’ he said after his third or fourth visit there. ‘One old lady has tears in her eyes when she sees him. She was telling me today that she had a dog herself, but when she needed to move into the home she had to give him to her daughter. She chatted to me about it for ages. The carers told me afterwards that it was the most they’d heard her say since she’d been living there.’

‘Ah, that must be so rewarding,’ I said. When we talked about this I could sometimes almost forget my shyness. ‘It’s really good of you to give up your time to do it.’

‘But it’s only one lunch hour every week,’ he said. Nick worked locally too. He was a salesman at a car showroom just out of town. ‘I could probably do more, to be honest. I’m thinking about upping it to two days per week.’ He glanced at me. ‘Does it appeal to you?’

‘What?’ I stared back at him. ‘Me? Go and visit people in a care home with Prudence?’

‘Well, why not?’

‘I … I don’t think so.’ I was coming over hot with panic just at the thought of talking to all those strangers. I shifted awkwardly from foot to foot, blinking fast, trying to find words to explain how I felt. But it was no good, he’d never understand. Looking down at the floor and taking a couple of breaths to try to control my embarrassment, I fell back on a pathetic excuse. ‘I’m … er … not sure I could get a long enough lunch break,’ I mumbled. In fact I was pretty sure Jim would let me take as long as I wanted, if he knew the reason.

‘Well, you could probably do it after work. Or at the weekend.’

‘Um … I don’t know … I work Saturdays.’ Actually I always got Wednesdays off in lieu, but he didn’t need to know that. I could feel myself shrinking under his gaze. Could he tell I was just making excuses?

‘Fair enough, Jess,’ he said mildly. ‘Nobody’s trying to twist your arm. I just thought it was something you might enjoy – you and Prudence. But I expect you’ve got enough on your plate.’

I didn’t, of course. I didn’t have anything whatsoever on my plate apart from work, housework and looking after Prudence. I gave him another quick look, wondering if he was being sarcastic, but he was smiling back at me with a little shrug as if to say it didn’t matter. Afterwards, though, after Ruth had called him away as usual with a snappy little aside to me, under her breath, about keeping him talking about dogs all bloody night, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I so admired him for what he was doing, the happiness he was giving to those elderly people just by taking Buddy to visit them. But I couldn’t imagine myself ever getting up the courage to follow his example.

But the conversation stayed on my mind, and the next day at work I found myself talking to Jim about it again while we had our morning coffee.

‘Good for him,’ he said when I told him how enthusiastic Nick was about the scheme. ‘It’s very worthwhile. They say stroking pets has health benefits, don’t they? Even hospital patients recover faster if they have contact with pets.’

‘That reminds me,’ I said. ‘How’s Vera getting on?’ I was aware that he was calling in to see her regularly, and it seemed like ages now that Vera had been incapacitated with her broken ankle. ‘Is she still no better?’

‘No.’ He frowned. ‘I’m quite worried about her, actually, Jess. She seems to have gone into a bit of a decline since the fall. She’s still in a lot of pain, and the painkillers the doctor’s given her have made her feel rough. I keep telling her she ought to call the doctor back, but she won’t.’ He sighed. ‘I’ve got a horrible feeling she’s not eating properly, either. She says she’s got no appetite.’

‘Poor thing. Perhaps it’s just because she can’t manage to cook for herself, if it’s too painful to stand in the kitchen.’ I hesitated. ‘Would it help if I popped round to see her? Maybe I could make something to take her. She wouldn’t be able to refuse, then.’

He gave me a grateful look. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t mind, Jess? At least then we’d know whether she’s really too ill to eat or whether it’s just too difficult for her. I did offer to take her some ready meals, but I won’t repeat what she said to that.’ He laughed ruefully. ‘She’s not too poorly to tell me where to put my ready meals! Something you’ve home-cooked would be different, though. If it’s not too much trouble.’

‘Of course it isn’t. I’ll do it tomorrow, on my day off.’

I liked Vera. She was a forthright, opinionated lady with a wicked sense of humour, and I could understand why Jim was a bit sweet on her: she’d always brightened up the day when she used to come into the shop. It was sad, and worrying, to think of her lying around at home, not eating and becoming weak and miserable. I was only too glad to be able to do something that might help her, and I wouldn’t have offered if I hadn’t been happy to do it. But as it happened, cooking – which used to be one of the greatest pleasures of my life – held no joy for me at all any more. Whenever Ruth didn’t have Nick, or anyone else, visiting, we normally ate together, and nine times out of ten it was me who made the dinner. But the meals I prepared were basic and functional rather than creative. I stuck to the same old boring repertoire, used frozen vegetables, microwaved things whenever possible, and never opened a recipe book. Nobody would have guessed, from watching me in the kitchen these days, that I was actually a trained chef. Nobody would have guessed, because I was doing everything possible to forget about it myself.

But that Wednesday, after shopping for meat and vegetables, I made a nourishing chicken casserole with lots of healthy veg, a thick onion gravy and herby dumplings. While it was in the oven, I made a small dish of bread-and-butter pudding for dessert, with Demerara sugar and nutmeg sprinkled on top. Comfort food. As soon as everything had finished cooking I wrapped the dishes in tea towels, packed them carefully in a big heatproof bag and set off to take it all to Vera. Prudence, of course, had been watching me the whole time, getting up to sniff the air and give me an occasional accusing whine as the delicious scents wafted over her bed.

Mm. Smells good! Aren’t you going to give me any?

‘Sorry, Pru,’ I said. ‘I’ve saved you some of the cooked chicken without the onions and stuff. You can have it for your dinner later.’

She got back into her bed with a disappointed look, making me feel twice as guilty for leaving her at home on her own on my day off.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said again. ‘But I can’t take you to Vera’s with me. She’s not very well, and she might not appreciate you running around her house. It wouldn’t be fair.’

I’d be good! What’s the matter, don’t you trust me? she complained.

I laughed. ‘Go on, have a sleep and I’ll take you out later.’

I walked down to the seafront and along the promenade to Vera’s house, feeling pleased with my morning’s work. It was a typical Devon summer day – overcast with the threat of rain in the air – and I smiled at the sight of all the holiday families on the beach, gamely building sandcastles or paddling in the sea, wearing anoraks and with the legs of their trousers rolled up. We hadn’t even reached the school holidays yet, but nevertheless the town was busy enough with families of younger children, their parents no doubt taking advantage of the cheaper accommodation costs. Toddlers squealed as they jumped over the waves, unbothered by the chill of the water, and the queue for ice creams at the beach café was just as long as it was on hot bank holidays. I loved the British determination to have fun despite the weather. Even if it rained, I was pretty sure most of these families would just put up the hoods on their anoraks and stay there on the beach, telling each other it was probably just a clearing-up shower.

Vera lived near the harbour, in a neat little stone-built house in the middle of a row of fishermen’s cottages, appropriately called Fish Row. I rang the doorbell and waited, looking at the hollyhocks, lupins and sunflowers in her little front garden. They were fighting for survival among the weeds. It wouldn’t hurt me to tidy up her yard for Vera while I was here. I turned back and rang the bell again, thinking she might not have heard.

‘All right, all right, no need to wear the bloody bell out!’ came a sudden shout. The door was flung open and Vera appeared in the doorway, wearing a pink dressing gown and leaning heavily on a stick. She looked up at me in surprise. ‘Oh. Hello, Jess.’

‘Hello, Vera. Sorry, I thought you might not have heard the doorbell.’

‘No, it just takes me so damn long to get to the door with this confounded ankle. Come in, come in, don’t stand on ceremony, girl. What have you got there?’ She pointed to the bag I’d rested on the doorstep. ‘Done your shopping, have you?’

‘No. It’s for you.’ I followed her into the hallway, suddenly feeling shy and unsure about bringing her the food. Would she be offended? Should I perhaps have called her first and suggested it? Well, it was a bit late now to worry about it. ‘I felt like doing some cooking,’ I invented on the spot. ‘And there was too much for Ruth and me. So I thought you might like to share it.’

‘You thought I was too bloody feeble to cook for myself, more likely,’ she retorted. ‘And I can guess who put that idea into your head!’

‘Jim and I are both worried about you, Vera. He says you haven’t got any appetite.’

‘Of course I haven’t got any bloody appetite. Sitting around all day doing nothing, watching rubbish on the damn telly, how can I have any appetite? Well, put the damn bag in the kitchen, then – thank you anyway. I’m being an ungrateful old woman, aren’t I? You’re very kind to cook for me. What is it?’

I smiled. ‘Chicken casserole with dumplings. And bread and butter pudding.’

‘Huh.’ She sniffed as if in disgust, but didn’t look away quickly enough to hide the spark of interest in her eyes. ‘I suppose you’d better dish me a bit up, then, as you’ve gone to all the trouble of bringing it round here. Not that I’ll eat more than a spoonful, I don’t suppose, but it might stop Jim keeping on at me all the damn time.’

I served her up a portion of the casserole, put it on a tray and carried it back into the living room. To my surprise she was sitting at the table, waiting.

‘What’s the damn tray for?’ she demanded. ‘I don’t need a tray on my lap, I’m not a bloody what-d’you-call-it – invalid.’

‘No, of course not. Sorry.’ I put the plate down in front of her, and she looked up at me and sighed.

‘No, I’m sorry. Sorry for snapping and for being a miserable old bat. This looks lovely. Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome. I hope you enjoy it.’

I left her to it, aware that she wouldn’t want me hovering over her, watching her eat, and went back out to the front garden to pull out some weeds by hand. Luckily the soil was damp and loose, and the weeds came up fairly easily. I didn’t know where Vera kept her garden tools and didn’t want to ask, as she’d be sure to tell me not to do it. I could see why Jim was so worried: Vera wasn’t her usual cheerful self at all, and I could see that her lack of mobility was really getting her down. She’d always dressed smartly and took a pride in having her hair done every week and putting on a bit of lipstick, even just to walk to the shops, but here she was still in her dressing gown at lunchtime, looking fed up and miserable.

I went back into the kitchen, washed my hands and peeked around the living-room door. Vera had polished off the whole plateful of chicken casserole. Feeling pleased, I called out to her:

‘Would you like some more?’

‘No thank you. That was nice, but I had to force it down.’

I smiled to myself. ‘A bit of the pudding, then?’

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ She sighed. ‘Well, just a tiny smidgeon, then. To keep you happy. Don’t be miffed if I can’t manage it, though, will you.’

‘No, of course not.’

Again, she cleared her plate. I had a sneaky suspicion she’d actually been starving hungry. I made us both a big mug of coffee and we sat together to drink it.

‘Thanks, Jess,’ she said. ‘It was good of you to come and see me.’ She sighed heavily and her eyes filled up with tears. ‘I know I’m not much company at the moment. I’m so fed up …’

‘Of course you are!’ I said gently. I put my arm round her. She felt worryingly thin. ‘But you’ll soon be feeling better. I know it’s frustrating, but it’s just a temporary setback.’

‘Is it, though?’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I feel so frail and useless. Can’t even be bothered to get myself dressed or do my hair. What’s the point, when I can’t go out anywhere?’

‘Well, it might make you feel better if you do get dressed. Would you like me to help you?’

‘No!’ she snapped, wiping her eyes, her mood changing again. ‘What do you think I am – a damn what-d’you-call-it – geriatric patient? A silly old fool who can’t look after herself? If I feel like getting dressed, I’ll bloody well do it myself, thank you! And don’t you go off thinking I can’t cook for myself, either – not that I don’t appreciate your lovely casserole and the pudding. I just can’t be bothered, all right? I keep telling Jim: I don’t bloody well feel like cooking, and I don’t bloody well feel like eating. Now, if you’ve quite finished bossing me around, I’m tired and I’m going to have a sleep.’

‘I’m sorry, Vera. I didn’t mean to offend you. I’m just trying to help.’

‘Well, I’d rather you left me alone. And you can tell Jim the same. Go on, clear off. I want to sleep.’

With which, I was dismissed.


CHAPTER 4

The sun was shining as I walked home, but this time I didn’t even notice the crowds on West Beach. I was far too upset about Vera. I’d never seen her so miserable. She was obviously depressed, but was it just because of being stuck at home, was it because of the pain, or was it perhaps a side-effect of the painkillers? Should I call the doctor? She was sure to be offended, even outraged, by me interfering but I had to do something. Well, I’d better discuss it with Jim at work the next morning. He knew Vera better than I did; perhaps he’d go straight round to see her again himself and talk to her about it.

Prudence, at least, was pleased to see me when I arrived home.

‘All right, calm down!’ I laughed as she jumped up at my legs, panting with excitement. ‘Yes, let’s go for your walk now. I’m sorry it’s a bit late but I told you, I had to visit somebody.’

Never mind visiting people, what about me, left here all alone and lonely?

‘Don’t give me all that! I bet you sent all your doggy friends a text to say you were on your own and needed some company. You were probably having a great time, chatting and boozing, weren’t you! I just hope none of them spilt any wine on the floor, or Ruth will go mad.’

I fastened on her lead and we set off for Stony Cove, still carrying on our conversation as we walked. I was so busy chatting to her, in fact, that I didn’t notice someone walking behind me until Pru herself turned around and barked excitedly.

‘What is it? Oh! Hello!’ I exclaimed, laughing, as Buddy, straining on his lead to reach Prudence, pulled Nick so close behind me that we nearly fell over each other. By the time we’d stumbled to stay upright I was, as usual, blushing furiously and trying to think of something to say to him. But he was already ahead of me.

‘Having a nice little chat there with Prudence, weren’t you?’

I glanced at him, wondering if he thought me a bit odd. But if he did, he was hiding it well.

‘Yes,’ I admitted. ‘Silly, I know, but I tend to do that – when we’re on our own together.’

‘Not silly at all,’ he said. ‘I talk to Buddy too. I imagine all dog owners do.’ He gave a little chuckle as we walked on together. ‘You only need to worry when she starts talking back to you.’

I felt my face flare hot again. She does, I wanted to say. OK, I knew Pru’s responses were really just the product of my own imagination – I wasn’t that crazy yet – but sometimes the conversations did actually feel real. I glanced at Nick. If I told him that, and if I went on to tell him about the secret life and group of imaginary friends I’d created for her, the games I pretended they played together and conversations they had while I was out – he’d probably be on the phone to the mental health service as soon as we’d said goodbye. Instead, I gave a half-hearted little laugh and changed the subject.

‘What are you doing off work, anyway?’

‘I could ask you the same thing!’ he replied cheerfully.

‘It’s my day off,’ I answered, realising too late that I’d led him to believe I had no free time. But he didn’t seem to pick up on it.

‘Lucky you,’ he said. ‘I’m just on a long lunch break. It’s my day at the care home. I’m giving Buddy a quick walk before I go back to work.’

‘How did it go today?’ I asked shyly. We were at Stony Cove now. There were just a few holidaymakers there – children paddling in the rock pools, some people in the sea wearing snorkels, an elderly couple sitting on fold-up chairs with a pack of sandwiches – but nothing like the crowds on West Beach. We’d already let the dogs off their leads and they were heading for the water, tails wagging enthusiastically, Prudence skipping girlishly in circles around Buddy’s big legs.

‘It was good,’ he said. ‘Buddy seems to enjoy it as much as the residents do. It’s strange how he seems instinctively to know that he needs to be quiet and gentle when we’re in there.’

‘Unlike the way he is when he’s down here with Pru!’ I said, pointing to Buddy now as he leapt into the surf, splashing madly in all directions and barking at Prudence to follow him.

‘I know. He’s generally like this, of course: boisterous and overexcited. So I reckon it’s clever of him to know he needs to behave differently with the old dears, especially the ones who are a bit away with the fairies.’

I winced. Although I was impressed with his kindness in volunteering for the charity, I didn’t much like the way he referred to the elderly people as old dears and away with the fairies. I supposed they were just casual phrases, but even his tone had sounded a bit patronising. Still, who was I to criticise? It wasn’t as if I was giving up my free time to visit them.

‘I’m glad you’re enjoying it,’ I said. ‘Anyway, I’d better let you get on. I expect you have to get back to work.’

‘Yes, I suppose I should. See you, Jess.’ Nick called Buddy back out of the sea and waved goodbye as he took him to run off along the beach to dry off. Prudence came trotting over to me, looking puzzled.

Why has Buddy gone already? We were having fun!

‘His dad’s got to go to work, Pru.’ I felt strangely bereft myself. I sighed. I enjoyed chatting to Nick so much. He was charming and funny, and I felt as if we were developing a rapport – like I was almost beginning to forget my shyness sometimes when I was with him. It would be nice if we could be friends, especially as he was Ruth’s boyfriend and I’d be seeing quite a lot of him. ‘Come on, let’s go to the beach café,’ I went on. I’d just realised, watching the couple on the beach eating their sandwiches, that I hadn’t had any lunch and I was now starving.

The little café at Stony Cove was run by two guys in their forties. Kevin served the customers while Dan made the sandwiches and hot drinks. They had a little Chihuahua called Missy, who wore a pink bow in her hair and trotted around the café as if she owned the place. She was very well behaved but definitely a little princess. Prudence always tried to interact with her but usually gave up after a while; Missy considered herself too important and special to play with other dogs. Kevin and Dan’s repartee was famous in the town, and most of the locals who frequented the café came here to enjoy the banter as much as the food, which was, frankly, sometimes a bit uninspiring. I didn’t often eat out, of course – on my wages, it was a treat I couldn’t usually afford. But today I could have eaten a horse – perhaps not literally, but the toasted ham sandwich served up by Kevin did make me wonder.

‘Now then!’ he said in mock protest. ‘Don’t stare at Dan’s culinary delights as if they’re unworthy of you, dear. You know how hurt he gets if anyone leaves any crumbs.’

I smiled. Kevin and Dan were good fun, and I enjoyed their teasing but could never bring myself to make any quips back.

‘Bowl of water for Prudence?’ Kevin went on. ‘She looks like she’s gasping, poor little soul. Has she been drinking sea water again?’

‘Probably swallowed some, yes. Playing with her friend Buddy.’

‘Oh, Buddy, is it?’ he said, striking a pose. ‘New boyfriend, Prudence?’

Pru looked up at him, her eyes bright, her tail wagging, and we both laughed.

‘She’ll make Missy jealous!’ he joked, and then added in mock self-pity: ‘And me. I hope she has more luck with her love life than I do.’

‘That’s not true! You and Dan have been together for years!’

‘Mm. So you’d think he’d be as keen as I am to get married, wouldn’t you?’ He gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘If he doesn’t agree soon I might just look elsewhere.’

I glanced at him, wondering if, for once, he was being serious. I couldn’t imagine the pair of them splitting up: they were a fixture in Pennycombe Bay. Not only had they run the beach café here at Stony Cove for as long as I could remember, but they were always involved in whatever was going on. Currently, for instance, they were both part of the committee that organised the Pennycombe Bay Carnival, which would be taking place at the beginning of September.

But he’d already changed the subject. ‘OK, one bowl of water, shaken not stirred, coming up for the little lady with the black furry coat,’ he said, walking back to the kitchen. I laughed and shook off my concern. Surely he and Dan were fine and he’d just been joking as usual. Apart from anything else, if they ever decided to split up, which of them would keep Missy? They both adored her.

When I finally walked home with Prudence it was the middle of the afternoon, and I was surprised to realise I’d chatted to more people than usual that day, especially for a Wednesday. My days off were often quite solitary. Although I knew a lot of people in Pennycombe Bay, I couldn’t have called many of them particularly close friends – and that was my own fault, just as much as my dismal dating record was. Sure, I chatted to people, I even managed to smile and laugh at their jokes, but I was never completely comfortable and easy, apart perhaps from when I was with Jim at work, or at home with Ruth. Despite her high-handed attitude to me these days, she
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