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The whitewashed, semi-detached cottage could not have said ‘summer holiday’ any more boldly if it had been wearing a floppy hat and a pair of shades. It glistened in the early June sunshine as Thea Rushwood stood looking at it, leaning against the car from which she had just extracted her stiff body, enjoying a breeze that was unmistakably seaside. The wafts of salty freshness inhabited all of her senses and sent her excitement up a notch.

She was finally here.

The drive from Bristol had been a lot longer than Apple Maps had first suggested, due to it being Saturday – changeover day – the beginning of June, and perfect weather. If any combination of things pointed firmly in Cornwall’s direction, then it was those three. Thea felt a stab of unoriginality at her holiday destination, and rubbed the back of her neck, which was tense from hours in the driving seat, the traffic jams, the complete standstill when she’d reached Exeter that was due, the signs told her, to a charity rugby match.

She should have been sharing the driving. She should have spent the journey chatting and laughing with her best friend Esme, anticipation building between them, instead of listening to the radio and eating a duck wrap from the services one-handed so she ended up getting plum sauce on her chin. But. But. She was here now, with three whole weeks ahead of her where she need do nothing but tick off the items on her and Esme’s bucket list, a lot of which involved lying on the beach and reading book after book, eating fish and chips, drinking cold beers, and not answering emails or dealing with any customer queries at all. Ha! Take that, Esme.

Turning one hundred and eighty degrees, Thea put the white cottage behind her and looked out over the Cornish coastline. It was inconceivable to her that the sea could glitter quite so much, as if someone had chucked the world’s supply of diamonds across a floor of sapphire-coloured marble. The breeze wasn’t strong enough to put crests on the waves, but there were jaunty little humps, the tide ambling towards land in a welcoming sort of way.

Port Karadow: a bustling, cheerful seaside town, if one long-ago memory and her research were telling her the truth. Here, on the edge of it, were these two cottages, attached down the middle, a mirror image of each other, as if they might have once been a single house. They were longer than they were tall, generously sized, and had uninterrupted views of the sea. A paved walkway ran in front of them, then there was a wide gravel space with room to park several cars, and beyond that, sloping grass ran down to a hedge dotted with starbursts of little white flowers. Then it was the coast road, then the clifftop heathland that ended abruptly, with a significant drop down to the sea below.

The most popular beach, she and Esme had been told when they had booked the cottage, was back towards town, where the tall cliffs fell away, just before the quaint, cut-out harbour in the centre of Port Karadow. There were other, more secluded coves along this stretch of coastline, and Thea was looking forward to exploring them.

She watched, already feeling more carefree, the stress of the long drive sliding off her, as a red car turned into the driveway that led up to the cottages. Mrs Harris, Thea decided. Sure enough, a woman who looked to be in her early forties, with a neat bob of ash-blonde hair, got out and strode over, her arm outstretched and a smile on her face, wearing green wellies despite the dry, sunny day.

Thea felt a familiar tension return to her shoulders, her usual urge to clam up, but she forced herself to match the woman’s smile.

‘Theophania, I assume?’ the woman said loudly.

Thea tried not to wince. ‘Thea is fine,’ she replied. She had to learn to ignore the full name requests on registration forms and just call herself Thea. ‘Are you Mrs Harris?’

‘Yes, but do call me Mel. Welcome to Port Karadow! Here’s your key.’ She held out a single key on a keyring, a photo of a Cornish beach stuck inside a see-through plastic frame dangling below.

‘Thank you,’ Thea said as she took it.

‘Usually I would have left it in the lock box,’ Mel went on. ‘But I thought it best to come and greet you in person, so I could explain.’ She glanced at the houses.

‘Is that a holiday cottage too?’ Thea asked, peering beyond Mel to look at the second house, to see what was making her brow crinkle. Mel had tanned skin and freckles, fine lines around her eyes and mouth that suggested she was always outside, that she had a healthy, invigorating lifestyle.

Thea wondered if her own pale skin could ever become freckled, or whether her dark, wavy hair – that she wore long enough to brush her shoulder blades – could develop lighter strands after regular exposure to sun and coastal winds. Mel also had a bright, no-nonsense approach that Thea couldn’t help envying. Confidence was clearly not a problem for her.

‘Not a holiday home,’ Mel said now, her tone hardening slightly. ‘It used to be, when we bought Sunfish Cottage, but the owner sold it at the beginning of the year. It’s a private house now, which is what I wanted to mention.’ Mel touched Thea’s arm lightly and drew her towards Sunfish Cottage’s ocean-blue front door, until they were sheltered by the shallow porch, the panes of coloured glass in the decorative door panel lighting up the sides of their faces.

Thea bit her lip. She thought Esme would have loved this low-level subterfuge, a mystery before they’d even got inside their cottage. She would have to tell her about it later.

‘Everything OK?’ she asked lightly.

‘The new owner,’ Mel said. ‘He’s doing some work on the house, on Oystercatcher Cottage – though I don’t know if he’ll keep the name.’ She shook her head. ‘We had some complaints from our last guest about the noise. Some banging and sawing sounds. The house needs some modernising, it’s true, and it’s his right to do whatever he wants, but …’

‘You’re worried it’ll disrupt my holiday?’ Thea asked. So far, she hadn’t heard a peep from the house next door, but there were no cars parked in front of it. The builders probably weren’t working on a Saturday.

Mel sighed. ‘I had hoped it might have stopped by now, but I heard hammering as recently as yesterday, so I wanted to come and meet you, to mention it in person. It’s not ideal, when you’ve come for an idyllic Cornish holiday. And on your own now, too.’ 

‘Oh that’s fine,’ Thea said breezily, even though it wasn’t. ‘My friend had a work emergency at the last minute. It’ll be lovely, being here alone, with nobody to argue with about what to do. I’ll have free rein for the entire time, and when does that ever happen?’

Mel brightened. ‘Too true. I have three children, and the eldest just moved up to secondary school. You wouldn’t believe how many sports clubs and extra-curricular activities she needs dropping off at. Free rein sounds like another planet at the moment.’ She smiled. ‘I’m glad you’re looking forward to it. Would you like a tour of the cottage?’

‘Yes please,’ Thea said, and there was an awkward moment where they both stood in the porch, waiting, until Thea remembered she had the key. She unlocked the door and stepped inside.

It opened straight into an airy living room, the walls white and slightly uneven, with dark wooden beams bisecting the ceiling and matching, solid-looking furniture. The open fireplace would hold real fires when the weather was cold enough, an empty basket positioned next to it waiting for logs. Two squashy turquoise sofas faced each other over a low wooden tea chest that served as a coffee table, a small, flatscreen television in the far corner clearly an afterthought. The ceiling was higher than Thea had anticipated, and the sea-facing windows let in acres of sunlight. Glass ornaments in swirling pinks and blues, their abstract shapes indefinable, added a shimmer of colour on the windowsills, and the thick carpet was a soft blue. On the right-hand wall, between two wooden doors, there was a low bookcase filled with paperbacks.

‘This is the main space,’ Mel said, all efficiency now the unpleasant business of next door had been dealt with. ‘Nice and cosy, but with lots of room for lounging or entertaining.’

Thea nodded. She didn’t anticipate entertaining anyone, but the sofas looked comfortable, and there were books: so many books. This place, she decided, was perfect.

It wasn’t as if she didn’t have a whole electronic library in her bag – her Kindle was close to its storage limit – or that she didn’t live her life surrounded by books working at Bristol library, but neither of those things were the point. Books were an essential part of her life, and a new bookshelf, somebody else’s curated selection of stories, was to her what a new dig site was to an archaeologist. You could find a new author or novel you’d never heard of, but, once you read a few pages, wonder how you’d ever survived without.

‘This is the kitchen,’ Mel said, walking through the nearest door on the right. Thea followed, stepping into a room with cream cupboards and pine work surfaces, a breakfast bar running along the front-facing window, two stools placed below it. She could drink coffee looking out at the sea, she realised with a skip of excitement. ‘Dishwasher, coffee machine, oven, microwave,’ Mel ticked off on her fingers. ‘A washing machine concealed here, if you need it.’

‘Brilliant,’ Thea said. ‘It all looks so lovely.’

Mel grinned. ‘I like to think so. Let me show you the bedrooms and bathroom, and there’s a downstairs loo too.’

The stairs were soft and uneven, as if the wood beneath the thick carpet had started to warp with age. Mel showed Thea the two double bedrooms, and the large bathroom that was clean and colourful, with blue, pink and turquoise tiles interspersed with the white, a deep bathtub, and a rainfall shower in a separate cubicle.

‘At least you won’t have to pick straws for who gets the master,’ Mel said, as Thea stood, looking out of the window in the bedroom at the front of the house. A floor up, the view over the coast was magnificent, the stretch of deep blue sea beyond the clifftop so vast and overwhelming that she felt as if she could fall straight into it from where she stood. The bed was wider than she was used to, with a dark wooden head and footboard, and there was a small, fabric-covered bench at the end of it, like something out of a country house hotel. It was touches like this that tipped the cottage from lovely into luxurious. 

Thea thought she might have cried if she hadn’t had this bedroom; if Esme had found a way to convince her that she needed it. For the first time, she was glad her friend had bowed out of their holiday, but that thought was chased down by a twinge of guilt at her selfishness.

‘It’s glorious,’ she said, turning to Mel. ‘Three weeks here isn’t going to be a hardship at all.’

Mel clapped her hands together. ‘I’m so glad! There’s a folder downstairs with all the useful information you might need, along with my mobile and home numbers if you run into any problems. We’re only five minutes down the road, in the town itself, and always happy to help if we can.’

‘Oh no,’ Thea said. ‘I’m sure I won’t need to call you. This place is going to suit me so well.’

‘It is a beautiful spot. Not just here,’ Mel flung a hand towards the window, ‘but the whole area. The town has a lot of character, and obviously there’s the surrounding coast and countryside. Beaches and coves and endless walks you can go on.’

‘Would you say Port Karadow’s a lively place?’ Thea asked, running her hand over the light blue fabric of the bench at the end of the bed. It felt velvety against her skin.

‘Oh yes,’ Mel said, folding her arms. ‘It’s got a real creative energy to it: lots of independent places, still, which isn’t always the case, and there are always events happening. I think there’s a sand sculpture competition taking place while you’re here, actually.’ She took her phone out of her pocket and started scrolling.

‘Sand sculptures?’ Thea asked with a laugh. ‘That might be fun to watch.’

‘Yes, here we are.’ Mel held her phone out, and Thea looked at the page, which seemed to be a list of events on a community website. ‘I’ll send you the link.’

‘That would be great, thank you.’ This was exactly what her research had told her – though she hadn’t come across the site Mel was showing her – and to have it backed up by a resident gave her an additional glimmer of hope.

Mel showed Thea the heating controls, reiterated that if she had any problems she shouldn’t hesitate to call, then got in her car and drove away. Thea stood in the doorway and watched until she was out of sight, as if they were best friends rather than two near strangers who’d met for the first time half an hour ago.

Then it was just her and the gentle shushing of the sea, and no noise at all from the cottage next door. It was so quiet, she thought, as she slipped off her sandals and padded into the kitchen. She examined the welcome hamper that she’d noticed when Mel had been showing her around. There was a box of Cornish teabags, a bottle of white wine that Thea put into the fridge – where, she discovered, there was also a pint of milk – a packet of chunky biscuits, and a bag of fudge with an attractive label that said it was from somewhere called Cornish Keepsakes.

It was the middle of the afternoon, and she would have to go to the supermarket she’d passed on her way in, but half an hour’s rest would revitalise her before she got back in the car. She made a cup of tea and put two biscuits on a plate, their chocolate chips glistening.

The sofa she chose was as comfortable as it looked, and Thea drew her legs up under her. There wasn’t even the ticking of a clock to break the quiet. She could hear the drift of wheels on tarmac as cars passed on the road, and beneath that the constant, gentle thrum of the waves. She had already decided she would leave the window open at night to let the sound of the tide creep into her bedroom.

Three weeks here, all on her own. Could she do it? No, that was the wrong question. Of course she could do it, but there was a difference between hiding in this calming room with coffee and an endless supply of books, and actually getting out there: doing all the things that she and Esme had planned. They had drawn up a holiday bucket list, and now Thea was going to be doing all those things by herself because, even though Esme had bowed out at the last minute, she was still going to hold Thea to it.

As if connected by some psychic bond, her phone pinged, and Thea saw it was her friend.

Are you there yet? I need photos! Ex

Thea was tempted to send her zero photos, and only the briefest reply. Esme continued to be the busy, optimistic whirlwind she always was – which was one of the reasons Thea loved her, except she was struggling to love her right now, because she was acting as if nothing had happened.

Esme was one of the library managers, while Thea was a library assistant, and she understood that her friend’s hands were tied, she really did, but it didn’t make her irritation and hurt much easier to bear. They had been planning this holiday for two whole years. Three weeks of leave was a rare enough occurrence as it was, and the fact that they’d been able to get the time off together was a minor miracle. Esme had found someone to cover the library’s annual summer festival – Jane, one of the other managers, who was competent and reliable – and had made back-up plans of her back-up plans, and everything was under control.

But then Jane had been in a freak accident involving her daughter and her dog, a TikTok dance routine and a spilled jug of lemonade, and had broken her leg. The summer festival was a busy, frenetic event at the best of times, and when Michael Morpurgo confirmed, Esme had been left with no other choice than to take over the festival’s final preparations and stay behind.

She had apologised, had taken Thea out to dinner to make up for it, and since then had acted as if the slate was wiped clean. They had put down a significant deposit on the cottage, and Esme had said she would still pay her half, as long as Thea still came, on her own, to Cornwall, and had the holiday they had both dreamed of, while she stayed behind with the writer of War Horse, and Alex Marchant.

Alex was the operations manager for the council with responsibility for the library, taking care of everything from procedures and protocol to health and safety. Thea and Esme had agreed, on countless occasions, that Alex, with his easy smile, blue eyes and ability to make manual handling training fun, was the least stereotypical operations manager of all time.

Esme and Alex and Michael Morpurgo were all in Bristol, and Thea was here.

She gazed at her new surroundings, the bookshelf heavy with stories for her to explore, and felt the comforting warmth of the tea through her mug. Mel had left the window on the latch, and the outside was drifting inside, surrounding her with a fresh breeze.

She had three weeks of peace and calm, and if she didn’t want to fulfil the bucket list, then so what? She could take a few photos, fool Esme into thinking she’d been to more places than she had. Besides, she had her own agenda. One that was looking even more hopeful after her chat with Mel.

She smiled and polished off the first biscuit, then replied to her friend.

I’m here! Will send photos in a bit – I’m just having a cuppa. P.S. the view is amazing! xx

She closed her eyes and rested her head against the sofa, thinking how quiet, how tranquil, it was.

And that was when the banging started. 




Chapter Two
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The bed was incredibly comfortable. With the window open, the sounds of the sea had lullabied Thea off to sleep, her head sunk deep into the pillows, the hotel-style duvet feather-light, providing just enough warmth. Her belly was full of fish pie, and even though it had been a supermarket ready meal rather than something crafted by a chef at a local pub, it had still given her Cornish seaside vibes.

By the time she’d got back from the supermarket, the banging that had briefly disturbed her had stopped, and as she’d parked her Renault Clio in front of the two houses there had been no other vehicles. She was completely alone, and it was a strange feeling. She never felt alone in Bristol.

She and Esme had exchanged a few messages, and then she’d ended up watching the Saturday night entertainment shows on BBC One, having to angle herself oddly on the sofa to see the screen properly. Even though Mel hadn’t said so explicitly, the cottage’s aesthetic said, ‘This is not a place for boxsets or the BBC: you’re in Cornwall for God’s sake, so get out and enjoy it!’ But, Thea had told herself, it was her first night. She had been driving for a lot of the day, and she had three weeks to explore.

First thing on Sunday morning, she made herself a milky coffee and heated up one of her supermarket croissants, then took them, along with her book, and went outside. She had, with immense self-restraint, saved the latest Elly Griffiths novel for this holiday even though it had been released in February, and she was looking forward to starting it.

There was a set of wooden garden furniture on the gravel in front of the living-room window, which seemed an unusual place for it until you considered the view, and Thea took one of the cushions from the under-stairs cupboard and put it on the chair facing the sea.

There was a blue Ford Transit van parked in front of Oystercatcher Cottage now, but no other signs of life: no lights or twitching curtains, no more banging or the squealing of drills. Would builders want to work on a sunny Sunday in June when there were umpteen more pleasurable things they could be doing? She was pretty sure the answer was no.

And it was already shaping up to be a glorious day, the early sun pale milk rather than vibrant orange juice, its rays shifting the blue sea to the high-sparkle setting, a few wispy clouds drifting gently overhead. It was achingly beautiful, and for a second Thea wondered how anyone got any reading done in the face of such a view. But if there was anyone who could ignore distractions and fall completely into a book, it was her – especially when that book was the latest Ruth Galloway mystery.

Half an hour later her croissant was cold, her coffee had been neglected, and the sea was still shimmering away, though she hadn’t spent a minute watching it. She put The Locked Room down and tore her croissant in half, her phone buzzing as the pastry flakes stuck to her fingers. She glanced at the screen just as the sound of a door opening resonated in the quiet.

She glanced at the message from Esme:

What are you up to? Any pics to send me yet? xxx

God, her friend could be demanding. But her request wasn’t as demanding as the need for Thea’s eyes to focus on the man who had just stepped out of Oystercatcher Cottage and was stretching his arms towards the sky, as if he’d been hibernating for the last six months and all his limbs were crackling and stiff. Lying torpid, Thea thought, happy at the choice of phrase, except now, she realised with a hard swallow, he looked the opposite of torpid.

He was tall, with wide shoulders, his arm muscles well-defined beneath the sleeves of a faded blue T-shirt. His pale jeans were slung low on his hips, and he was wearing a pair of scuffed brown boots. With his back to her, Thea could only see that his walnut-brown hair was short and neat, revealing a long, tanned neck. He was proportioned like a builder; his frame was strong, his limbs long, his arms golden brown, as if he worked outside a lot. He pressed his palm between his shoulder blades, pulling his elbow in tight with his free hand, then repeated the stretch on the other side, letting out a low groan. Crepitus, Thea thought absently, though she didn’t know if he’d appreciate her giving a name to the way his joints cracked like that.

She couldn’t take her eyes off him, her coffee mug hovering close to her lips, as if it was no longer liquid she needed to sustain her, and she could instead just drink him in all day. The cheesiness of this thought was not, sadly, enough to stop her gazing at him. He wasn’t like the grizzled foreman who had been in charge of her neighbour, Helen’s, extension, with his stomach hanging over his waistband like a cushion, his greying chin fuzz almost indistinguishable from the hair on his head. No, this was a Diet Coke Break builder, and Thea thought that if she snapped a photo of him and sent it to Esme, then her friend would declare their bucket list null and void, because Thea would have already won at her holiday without moving from the cottage.

She pictured Esme working closely with Alex to get the festival risk assessments completed: Alex, who could make something that dry and relentless a fun task, with his twinkling eyes and easy smile. The thought made her uncomfortable, though she didn’t quite know why. To banish it, she held her phone up in front of her.

The builder was still facing away from her, his hands on his hips, the breeze tugging his T-shirt against him so that she could see the shape of his back, the peaks of his shoulder blades. His brown hair tufted up on top, where it was slightly longer. She opened the camera, angled herself so that if he happened to turn around she could claim she was taking a selfie – vanity was a lesser vice than spying, surely – and snapped a photo. The artificial camera click sounded embarrassingly loud, and he turned, but as her heart lodged in her throat she realised she wasn’t the object of his interest.

No, that was the large dog that had just trotted out of Oystercatcher Cottage. It was long-haired and shaggy, its fur mostly white, but with a few black and pale brown smudges. It looked like a drawing one of her Young Readers class at the library might do after reading The Hundred and One Dalmatians. The dog approached the man and he crouched, running his hand over the animal’s head.

‘Decided to finally wake up, have you?’ he said in a soft voice. ‘You lazy sod.’ There was an acre of affection in his words, and Thea was treated to a view of his profile: dark brows, a square jaw, cheeks with a tinge of pink showing through the tan.

The dog raised his head, accepting the attention, then turned in Thea’s direction. The man followed his pet’s gaze, and Thea sucked in a breath as their eyes met. His were brown, but not dark: somewhere close to hazel, she thought.

‘Hey,’ he said.

‘Hi,’ she replied. Her voice was a squeak, as it often was when faced with strangers outside the safe confines of the library, where knowledge of her job gave her a confidence that wasn’t always present in other areas of her life.

‘Staying in the cottage?’ He nodded at the house behind her.

‘I arrived yesterday,’ she said. ‘Are you … working on the house alone, or waiting for your colleagues to turn up? You must have a hard taskmaster to be working on a Sunday.’ She was pleased she’d got the words out, and that she was no longer squeaking.

This man, who was crouching in front of her, holding onto his dog’s collar to stop it approaching her, was not Thea’s type of person. He was too handsome; too coolly sure of himself. She was 28, a decade removed from school, but her time there had given her a mistrust of people like this that she hadn’t, despite common sense and all the logical arguments she’d levelled at herself, been able to banish.

‘The hardest taskmaster,’ he said, agreeing with her assessment. She could already see the glimmer of amusement in his eyes. She’d managed two sentences, and he was already laughing at her.

Something deflated inside her, and she picked up her book. ‘Well,’ she said, turning back to the pages, ‘he’s probably paying you double time, so there’s that.’

He laughed abruptly, then muttered, more to himself than her, ‘I’m not getting paid anything.’

Thea was intrigued – and shocked, if he really was having to work for free – but she wasn’t going to bite. She also wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of going back inside, even though her mug was empty. This was her outside space as much as his.

‘You know,’ he said, standing up slowly, ‘I’ve heard that every time you take a selfie, it steals a part of your soul. Take too many, and there’ll be nothing left.’

Thea clamped her jaw shut to stop it from gaping open, like a fish. ‘Is that so?’ she ground out. ‘Good thing I wasn’t taking one, then.’ She realised, a second too late, what she’d just admitted to.

Surprise that he’d been the subject of her photo flashed across his face, before he schooled his features and raised a supercilious eyebrow. She thought he straightened slightly, too, but decided she’d imagined it.

‘Enjoy your book,’ he said. And then, ‘Come on, Scooter. Let’s go and find you some breakfast.’ He gestured towards the cottage and the dog obediently led the way, with him following behind.

‘Shit.’ Thea flopped her Elly Griffiths onto the table, then realised she’d left it open, stretching the spine of the hardback, and carefully placed the bookmark inside and closed it properly. Already, this man was unsettling her to the point of carelessness. She should have gone inside the moment he appeared.

She made herself a fresh coffee, then returned to her seat and the story set in windswept Norfolk, which was doing a good job of taking her away from the beautiful view and the sun warming her legs. There were a few bangs from Oystercatcher Cottage, she thought she heard a shouted swear word, but she ignored the noise and was soon lost in the pages again.

‘Hello!’

Thea started, almost dropping her book, and looked up, into a pair of very blue eyes. This blond, smiling man didn’t look like a builder, in his pale green shirt with the sleeves neatly rolled up to the elbows and dark jeans, his hair tightly curled. He was tall, but his frame was leaner than the builder’s, and while he was undoubtedly handsome, his expression was immediately welcoming, rather than closed-off.

‘Hi.’ Thea closed her book and slid her feet off the chair she’d been using as a footstool.

‘I’m Finn,’ the man said, holding out his hand.

‘Thea,’ she replied, shaking it.

‘You’re here on holiday?’ he asked. ‘It’s a lovely spot.’ He glanced around him, as if he was seeing the cliffs and sea for the first time.

She nodded. ‘Three weeks. I’m on my own, though, so—’

Finn looked horrified. ‘Are you? I’m so sorry. Unless that … unless you planned it that way? That sounds terrible, doesn’t it? Let me start again.’ He grinned, and Thea couldn’t help laughing.

‘It wasn’t planned,’ she admitted. ‘I was supposed to be here with a friend, but a work thing came up and she had to stay behind.’

Finn blew air out through pursed lips. ‘Now that is something I know a little about: work getting in the way. Or I used to, anyway. At least it’s not because you’ve had a horrible break-up,’ he added, but then his horrified expression was back. ‘Unless—’

‘No, I haven’t,’ Thea said quickly. ‘Not at all.’

‘Thank God.’ He smiled, relieved. ‘Foot-in-mouth disaster number two averted. Have you met Ben yet?’

‘He’s Ben the builder?’ Thea asked, and was rewarded with a chuckle from Finn.

‘Now why didn’t I think of that? So you have met him.’

‘And his dog. It seems a bit unfair of the owner to make him work on a Sunday. And he told me he wasn’t being paid anything, but I can’t believe that’s true. That would be outrageous!’

Finn narrowed his eyes as he turned to look at Oystercatcher Cottage.

‘Oh shit,’ Thea muttered. She said to him, ‘You’re the owner, aren’t you?’

‘What?’ Finn turned back to her. ‘No! Not me. I live with my girlfriend in town. Ben’s the owner.’

Thea frowned. ‘He’s …’

‘Doing the place up himself, so that comment about not being paid …’ Finn shook his head. ‘I must apologise for my friend. He occasionally has a less than sunny disposition, but he’s generally a great guy. I’ll go in and drag him back outside, because it’s obvious that he didn’t introduce himself properly, and if you’re going to be rubbing along next to each other for three weeks, that has to change.’

‘He told me that whenever I took a selfie, I lost a bit of my soul,’ Thea admitted, because unlike Ben, Finn didn’t make her feel remotely self-conscious.

‘Did he really? Well, then. I’ll be back in a few minutes.’

‘You honestly don’t have to—’ Thea started, but Finn was already striding in through the front door of Oystercatcher Cottage without knocking, calling out for his friend. She heard the dog, Scooter, barking, then a conversation she couldn’t make out. She felt inexplicably nervous at the thought of Finn bringing Ben back outside to speak to her. There was no need: they might bump into each other occasionally while she was here, but it wasn’t as if they were sharing a house.

She fidgeted, silently cursing herself for allowing such a simple situation to overwhelm her. She was a grown woman with a good job and a fully fledged life plan – a business plan, that she was going to start implementing over the next few weeks, all being well – and yet the thought of having a conversation with an attractive, oblique man was making her palms clammy. Did she have croissant crumbs around her mouth? A dribble of coffee on her chin? Should she go inside and check? What would Ben think if he came outside with Finn and she wasn’t there? Would he think she’d run away? Why was she even worrying what he thought: what either of them thought?

She realised she could check her appearance in her phone camera, and that was what she was doing, pushing a strand of hair off her forehead, when Finn reappeared with Ben behind him, Scooter bringing up the rear.

Thea hurriedly put her phone down, but it was too late. Something like satisfaction flashed in Ben’s eyes: that he had caught her at it, she supposed.

‘Just losing a bit more of my soul,’ she said, trying for jaunty, and achieving, she thought, slightly manic.

She saw Finn elbow Ben in the side, and after a moment he strode forward, holding out his hand. ‘I’m Ben, the owner of Oystercatcher Cottage.’

Thea grasped it. It was warm, his grip firm, and he met her gaze as they shook. Those two points of contact, after his earlier evasiveness, made her cheeks heat up.

‘Thea,’ she said quietly. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Likewise.’

The dog nudged his nose into her lap, and Ben started to pull him away.

‘No, it’s fine,’ she said, stroking Scooter’s head. She noticed the animal had very pale eyes, his stare somehow more intense because of it. ‘He’s beautiful.’

‘He’s an Australian Shepherd,’ Ben explained. ‘Very loyal.’ There was a slight edge to his voice, and Thea glanced up, noticing the way his jaw was set firm. ‘Not so good at helping me plaster, though,’ he added, with less bite.

‘You’re fixing it up by yourself?’

‘That’s the plan. Finn’s a painter, but more seascapes than ceilings.’

‘I have offered to help,’ Finn said, picking up Thea’s book and scanning the cover. Rather than be offended, she wanted to ask him if he’d heard of Elly Griffiths, what he thought about her, what his favourite crime series were. Her love of books surpassed all other concerns.

‘Yes, but I want plain walls, not murals,’ Ben said. He shook his head, and Thea couldn’t tell if the exasperation was feigned, or if this was old ground and he was tired of going over it. Finn, she could tell, had an oversized personality.

‘I know,’ Finn said lightly, then added, ‘did I mention the bit about Thea being on holiday for three weeks, all on her own?’

Ben glared at his friend. ‘You did.’ He glanced at Thea. ‘Look, all that stuff about selfies stealing your soul …’

‘It’s fine,’ Thea said.

He winced. ‘It wasn’t, but I—’ He ran a hand over his head. His hair was thick on top, and a few strands were left ruffled by his fingers, making him look softer, less intimidating.

Finn stepped forward. ‘I’ve actually come here to convince Ben that he doesn’t want to spend the day sandpapering walls or ripping up floorboards or whatever he’s got his heart set on, and to come to the beach with me and Red – Meredith, my girlfriend – instead. There’s Scooter, and Meredith has a beagle called Crumble, and I’m aware you don’t know us from Adam, Thea, but if you wanted to come with us, you’d be very welcome.’

Thea’s gaze immediately flitted to Ben. His jaw was set, like marble, and while his expression wasn’t exactly warm, she was drawn to his eyes. Close up, they were a mix of brown, green and blue: a whole watercolour landscape in his irises.

‘I’m actually … going for a walk.’ It sounded lame. ‘Along the coast path.’

‘Oh, of course,’ Finn said. ‘It’s a good day for it, as long as you take a big bottle of water.’

‘Definitely,’ Thea said, laughing as if the mere suggestion that she might not have thought of that was ludicrous; as if she went on long walks along clifftops all the time. ‘It was lovely of you to offer, though. You should have a great time at the beach, with the weather like it is.’

‘Should do,’ Finn agreed. His perkiness seemed entirely genuine, while hers was taking a lot of effort. Ben offered the weakest of smiles, and even though she hadn’t warmed to him, she had to applaud him for not even trying to fake good humour. Here was a man who didn’t care what other people thought of him.

‘It was nice to meet you,’ she said, gathering up her cup and her book. ‘And I’m sure I’ll bump into you again, Ben. Have a good day.’

‘You too, Thea,’ Finn said.

She bent to pat Scooter, the dog’s nose angled up towards her, displaying all the friendliness his owner was lacking.

‘Bye then,’ she said, giving them a little wave with her hardback.

Finn waved enthusiastically back. Ben raised a static hand, then dropped it at his side.

As she turned away, she could hear his low voice as he murmured something to Finn. Probably: What on earth were you doing inviting an annoying, selfie-obsessed stranger to come with us to the beach? But she couldn’t worry about that now, because she had something much more pressing to cope with: the fact that she had no idea when Finn and Ben would be leaving, or when Ben was likely to return, which meant that, now she had said she was going on a walk, she had to at least give the impression that it was really happening.

She sighed as she washed up her crockery. It was Esme who had added a long, limb-punishing hike to their bucket list, not her. But Esme was at home with Michael Morpurgo and Alex, and Thea was here, doing what she’d been instructed, with Mr Sunshine and Mr Grumpy hanging about next door, and she had well and truly shot herself in the foot.

She trudged upstairs to take off her skirt, change into hiking gear and walking boots, and try to remember where she’d put her water bottle.




Chapter Three
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Port Karadow, Thea’s home for the next three weeks, was a place that she held close to her heart, despite having only been here once before. As she walked into town, it shone with charisma, as if preparing to do battle with the clouds that were now racing overhead; as if it knew how much it meant to her and was showing off in her presence. Its cobbled streets and quaint seaside houses – many of them in soft, pastel colours like a display in an ice cream shop – were welcoming in a way that made the knot in her neck loosen.

She’d changed into shorts and T-shirt, and had a small rucksack containing her phone, a light jumper she was positive she wouldn’t need, and the bag of fudge from the hamper, her full water bottle secured in the side pocket. Her walking boots, bought specifically for this holiday and not subjected to enough wearing-in, were already pinching her heels. She had a tendency to be unprepared for things she was reluctant to do, in some vague hope that before she had to do them the plans would change, and today this approach was biting her on the bum.

There had been no sign of Ben or Finn when she’d walked out of Sunfish Cottage, though both the Ford van and a grey Alfa Romeo, which she presumed was Finn’s car, were parked outside, so they could have been watching from the windows. Her plan was to buy a sandwich and set off along the coast path, take in the sights and enough photos to satisfy Esme. Then, by the end of her first whole day, she would have ticked off an item on their list.

She turned onto a steep, gently cobbled street with shops running down either side. This was an item on her own, personal to-do list: exploring every corner, every alleyway, of Port Karadow, to see if it was suitable for life beyond a three-week holiday – if it was everything she’d remembered and dreamed of.

A glance down a side street showed her a glint of blue water, which must be Port Karadow’s picturesque harbour: there were photos of it on every website that mentioned the Cornish town. Thea didn’t know if all the shops and cafés would be open on a Sunday, and she needed to see it at its busiest and quietest, in sunshine and in rain, and find someone who could tell her what it was like during the winter months, too. Her thoughts tripped back to Ben and Finn, and she thought that Finn, at least, wouldn’t mind her asking some questions.

‘No, leave all that now!’ said a loud voice, startling Thea out of her daydream. She noticed a man with dark, thinning hair, wearing a suit, shirt and tie despite the heat, backing out of a doorway. The shop’s name was Cornish Keepsakes – the place her fudge had come from – but the sign on the door said Closed, despite the door itself being open.

Thea approached, the man still talking to someone inside. He stopped mid-sentence and glanced at her, his smile widening. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid we’re not actually open right now.’

‘Ah, no problem,’ Thea replied, glancing through the doorway. There was a display of hampers in the centre of the space, the shelves against the walls holding candles, trinkets and boxes of edible goodies. ‘It looks like a lovely shop. My welcome hamper had some of your fudge in it.’

‘Excellent! I hope you enjoy it.’ The man rubbed his hands together. ‘Where are you staying?’

‘Not too far from here, a place called Sunfish Cottage.’

‘Oh, I know it: one of Mel’s properties. Are you having a good time?’

‘So far,’ Thea said. ‘I only got here yesterday.’

The man nodded in response, like one of those toy dogs that couldn’t stop. ‘You’ll have a grand time. And don’t worry about the clouds; the weather here changes as swiftly as a … summer swift, I suppose. The sun’ll soon be back.’

‘Good to know,’ Thea said, her voice weak as she thought of the walk ahead. ‘I don’t want to keep you. Especially not if you’re off to … church?’

The man chuckled, rocking back on his heels. ‘No, not church. My wife and I have a lunch to go to.’ He smoothed down his tie, which was pale pink with bold white daisies adorning it. ‘You know, we will soon be open on Sundays,’ he added, his tone suddenly conspiratorial. ‘My colleague is intent on bringing us screaming – well, laughing, hopefully – into the modern age, and Sunday openings are part of that.’

Thea smiled. ‘A tourist town like this, I’m sure you’ll be busy. It’s fairly hectic now, and it’s still early.’ There was a steady stream of people passing them from both directions, a few throwing frustrated glances their way as they had to change course to go around them.

‘That’s what Meredith keeps telling me. I have to get going, I’m afraid. Come on, Enzo, we can unpack the delivery on Monday,’ he called through the doorway. ‘You don’t want to be inside for much longer!’

There was a shouted response from the bowels of the shop, and Thea took a step back. ‘Nice to meet you,’ she said.

‘Oh, you too!’ the man called. ‘Enjoy your holiday.’

Thea found a café next door, a pretty place called Sea Brew, with gingham tablecloths and old-fashioned, illustrated postcards in frames on the walls, that offered sandwiches to take away. She ordered a cheese and pickle baguette, hoping it wouldn’t wilt too much in the heat, and waited by the window while it was prepared. It was the perfect place for people watching, for eavesdropping; it had an intimate, small-town feel, tourists mingling with locals who all knew each other. In fact, the man with the daisy tie had mentioned Meredith: wasn’t that what Finn had said his girlfriend was called?

She remembered Alex’s reaction to her and Esme’s planned holiday when she’d told him about it a few weeks ago. He had been outside the library, assessing an uneven paving slab that was causing him concern.

‘Cornwall?’ he’d said, his curly hair ruffling in the breeze while he crouched in his grey suit and peered at the slab, which was sticking up at a jaunty – and dangerous – angle. ‘So this is the start then. You’re really doing it?’

Thea had swallowed, wondering why it felt so terrifying admitting it to the one person who knew what she was planning. ‘I’m going to look at some properties while we’re there,’ she had said.

‘And Esme knows?’ He’d raised an eyebrow, his blue gaze fixing on her with its usual intensity. It was one of the things she liked most about him, except at that moment.

She had shrugged. ‘There’s no point mentioning it when it’s still just an airy fairy dream. I’m going to tell her when we’re there, in Cornwall. Get her to come with me to the viewings.’

Alex had pressed his lips together, and even though she was almost certain that he wouldn’t tell Esme if she didn’t want him to, it had still felt precarious. ‘You know,’ he’d said casually, getting out his tape measure and the slim camera he carried with him, ‘Bristol could withstand another independent bookshop, and the library offers so much more than the book loaning service. You wouldn’t be competing with it if you chose to open your business here.’

‘I know that,’ Thea had replied, glancing around her to check her colleagues weren’t looking for her. ‘But I want the whole dream, Alex. A bookshop by the sea. It’s what I’ve been working towards, what I’ve saved up for, for all these years. I’m not going to be half-hearted about it.’

It had felt both scary and empowering to say it, to tell her friend that she wasn’t compromising on the plans she’d had for over a decade. Determination wasn’t her default position: she didn’t think anyone who knew her well would ever accuse her of being too forthright, and some people – her mother included – would surely say the opposite. But on this one thing, her dream of opening a bookshop close to the sea, she wasn’t going to waver.

She had never intended to tell Alex what she was doing – she hadn’t known him that well, when it had happened: when he’d surprised her on her lunch break, seen her working studiously on something on her laptop, and coaxed the truth out of her. Since that day, he’d offered her advice, his business degree putting him in the perfect position to assist her in the areas where she lacked knowledge and experience.

As they’d spent time together, she and Alex had got closer, and that had inevitably, eventually, included Esme, too. Now the three of them had an easy friendship that didn’t often, but occasionally, broke through the confines of work. Thea hadn’t admitted to anyone that she also felt a tug of attraction whenever she thought about Alex. He had said she could call him about the bookshop whenever she had a question, and a couple of times she had taken him up on the offer, not wanting to examine her feelings too closely when both business and friendship were involved.

Now here she was, in the Cornish town that was at the top of her list of potential bookshop locations, all the gaps from her one, childhood memory recently filled in by online research, and she was charmed by it. The last bookshop in the town had closed down not that long ago – a fact that both encouraged and concerned her – which meant it was hers for the taking. It could be hers, if she was bold and savvy enough, if she found the perfect home for it.

She collected her sandwich from the friendly man behind the counter and strolled down the cobbled street, looking in shop windows at greetings cards and delicate sea glass jewellery, inhaling the scents of frying dough and sugar from a bakery as she passed. It was easy to imagine her bookshop nestled here, alongside the other retailers, fitting in with the holiday vibe. She hesitated in front of an empty shop, metal shutters pulled over the door, the picture window foggy with lack of care and cleaning, a few bits of torn paper left where the poster glue had been too stubborn.

She had a meeting on Tuesday with a landlord who was going to show her this very property – and any others that had come up for rent since they’d spoken – and her blood pulsed every time she thought about it. She knew that the sense of her destiny looming, the importance she had given to that meeting, would be even stronger now she’d seen the town again; now she’d confirmed it was everything she had hoped for.

She wanted to spend a whole day here, wandering every street, soaking up Port Karadow’s unique atmosphere and imagining it as her home. Right now, though, she had a date with Cornwall’s wild glory. If she could write an entire business proposal, plan and save for ten years to get to this point, then she could go on one clifftop walk on her own and survive it. After all, it couldn’t be that hard, could it?

Two hours later, grasping her nearly empty water bottle with sweat-dampened hands, Thea sank gratefully onto a bench that looked out over the most awe-inspiring coastline she had ever seen. The tide was out, the blue-green of the calm water and soft gold of the sand HD bright, the beach dotted with giant, prehistoric-looking rocks that, from her precarious position high above them seemed small, but which she knew were actually gigantic.

Finally, she could appreciate it.

The blisters on her feet were throbbing in time to some beat that had started annoying her over an hour ago, the seam of her shorts was rubbing against the inside of her thighs, and she only had a few drops of water left. At least she had remembered her hair tie, allowing her to sweep her dark hair into a high, messy bun and save her neck from melting quite as much as the rest of her.

‘Afternoon!’ called a man who looked to be in his sixties, striding past her refuge point, his long legs eating up the uneven path.

‘Hello,’ Thea replied, aiming for bright.

‘Lovely day, isn’t it?’ said the woman with him, who seemed equally chipper and unflustered. They had hats pulled low over their brows, and sticks that, Thea supposed, they could use when the terrain got too rough.

‘Very lovely,’ Thea replied. ‘Just taking a little breather!’ She hoped she didn’t look too much like a wilting daisy.

‘Good on you. We’re powering through: there’s a cream tea with our name on back at the hotel.’

‘Sounds delicious,’ Thea said, imagining the luxury of a simple cup of tea, the way it would coat her throat as it went down; the sweet, sensuous sugar rush of a warm, crumbling scone with jam and cream dolloped high. 

‘You need to get a hat on you,’ the man called behind him, only slowing slightly. ‘The sun’s unrelenting.’

‘I should have thought—’ Thea shouted back, but they were already out of earshot, almost galloping down a bit of the path that she would have hesitated to attempt at a snail’s pace. She should have worn a hat, but when she’d left the sun had been fractured by cloud, and it hadn’t seemed quite so necessary. She could feel that her cheeks and forehead had tightened, and laughed humourlessly as she remembered her desire for a few, charming freckles. Now she would have peeling skin and an unattractive fuchsia hue, if she even made it back to the respite of the cottage, and didn’t fall to her death on the way.

She burrowed in her rucksack for her phone, and saw that Esme had responded to the photos she’d sent her, all those hours ago when she had still felt good about the walk: before encountering perilous paths that seemed far too close to deadly drops to be safe, and sections that were so steep she was panting like her mum’s ancient cat, who was sixteen years old and chronically overfed.

She had watched other walkers, wearing their confidence proudly, traversing the crumbling track as if it were a Bristol pavement. She wished
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