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Chapter One

Present Day

The late May sunshine streamed in through the window of Port Karadow Ironmonger’s, using the display of sun-catchers to create rainbows on the floor. Maisie sipped from her steaming cup of tea and let out a sigh, tucking a blonde curl behind her ear. She wondered how long her dad would have stood this aesthetic delight if he was still sitting behind the counter. As it was, whenever he came in, he cast a critical eye over the changes she’d made, his brows lowered, and made the occasional, noncommittal grunt. If he thought something was really out of place, then he told her. But it was hers now, this shop – her domain. Mostly, anyway.

Her phone rang on the counter next to her, and she surveyed the shop floor, listening out for footsteps, the rustle of someone examining an item in one of the aisles, but it was as she’d thought: the after-lunch rush had died down and, for almost the first time all day, she was alone. She glanced at the screen, then hit the answer button.

‘Hey,’ she said, leaning her elbows on the counter.

‘Maisie!’ Her sister’s familiar voice rang through the speaker, her Cornish accent morphed into something that was part transatlantic. She’d been living in America for seven years now, working on elaborate events that Maisie sometimes saw photos of on the Instagram grids of magazines. She was used to having her connection with her sister reduced to screens and speakers, the occasional package in the post, and because of that they spoke often, as if quantity would make up for the loss of quality.

‘This isn’t your usual number,’ Maisie said.

‘Hank’s got a new plan with international minutes, so he said I could call you.’

‘Hank’s a sweetie,’ Maisie said. ‘Is everything good?’

‘Better than good.’ Heather gave a satisfied sigh. ‘What about you? How’s life in cutie-pie PK? Still loving the dust of the shop?’

‘Of course. I’ve been working on a garden display for the window with solar dragonfly lights and a stone water feature. I’m thinking of getting some gnomes.’

‘Oh my God.’ Heather’s laugh was almost a cackle. ‘Dad will love that.’

‘And Mum,’ Maisie added. ‘She’ll roll her eyes so hard at what my life has been reduced to – window displays and staple guns – that she’ll cause permanent damage, then she’ll blame me for that too.’

‘Can you imagine Mom wielding a staple gun?’

Maisie laughed. ‘I can’t believe you say Mom now. You’re so cosmopolitan.’

‘And you’re so Cornish,’ Heather shot back. ‘But really, don’t let her get to you.’

‘I’m OK about it,’ Maisie said. ‘I’m so used to disappointing Mom that I’d be genuinely surprised if she thought I was doing anything right. I saw them on Sunday, and the look on her face when I walked in wearing denim dungarees and a scarf around my head. You’d think I’d walked into their house naked.’

‘You should attend all Sunday lunches wearing a business suit,’ Heather said, then tutted. ‘You should know that by now.’

‘But not living up to her low expectations keeps my life exciting,’ Maisie protested.

‘I bet,’ Heather said with a laugh. There was a short pause, and it was as if a switch had been flipped: banter done with, it was time to get serious. ‘You really doing OK?’ Heather asked. ‘It can’t be easy, having Dad constantly on your case about the shop, and Mum trying to change your mind all the time.’

‘Yeah, but it’s not like any of that’s new, is it? I’ve got pretty good at weathering the storm, and sometimes Dad even shows some appreciation for what I’m doing.’

Heather gasped. ‘Sorry, I might be having a heart attack! Seriously?’

‘The other day he told me my display of light switches wasn’t appalling.’

‘Wasn’t appalling? Good god, I bet you were overjoyed.’

‘I ordered a takeaway pizza from the Happy Shack in celebration.’

‘That fancy beachside restaurant?’

‘Yup. They started doing takeaways after Christmas, and the seafood pizza is to die for.’

‘And how much did Sprout get?’ Heather asked.

‘None,’ Maisie told her. ‘I got him some sausages instead.’

Sprout was the love of her life. Her scruffy rescue dog, whose short fur was a lot softer than it looked. His head and ears were mostly brown, but the majority of his body was white, so he looked like he was wearing a mask. He was fiercely loyal, energetic, and prone to being incredibly stupid. Like yesterday morning, when he’d chased a wood pigeon along the path above Port Karadow beach, and the pigeon had, for some inexplicable reason, decided to chase him back. Sprout had hidden behind Maisie, terrified, and ever since then he’d been clingy, as if he imagined the pigeon was holding a vendetta against him.

‘You had nobody else to …?’ Heather left the sentence hanging, and Maisie huffed out a sigh.

‘Nobody else to share my epic seafood pizza with, do you mean?’

‘You know I do.’

‘And you know I would have told you if there was. Texted you the aubergine emoji, or a GIF of Chris Evans – Captain America, not the ginger ex-DJ.’

‘That’s who you’re hoping for, is it, Chris Evans? What about that guy from school, the other teacher, Jeremy?’

Maisie pressed her lips together. The bell above the shop door dinged, and she waved as two middle-aged women, whom she recognized from events at A New Chapter, the bookshop in town, headed towards the back of the shop.

It was typical, really. Heather had moved to New York to be an event planner for the rich and famous, entirely career-focused. She had never talked about love in the way Maisie thought about it, as something all-consuming, life-changing. Heather liked casual flings, nothing too long-term, but then an all-American television producer, Hank, had spied her at one of her galas, and the rest was history. And some of Maisie’s friends, here in Cornwall, had stumbled into love without even trying, and were now living in blissed-out coupledom, talking about their twilight years together and holding hands unselfconsciously.

Whereas Maisie, who had long dreamed of the kind of love written about in novels, had left a short but horror-filled trail of relationship disasters in her wake. Disasters, and one very intense crush, which was perhaps the place where her attempts at love had begun to go wrong. That first time, aged eighteen, when her heart felt like it had been wrenched in half and then stomped on by a man who had disappeared to the other side of the world and had never known how she felt about him.

But now Heather was asking about Jeremy, and that was complicated, too. As she worked out how best to explain it without prolonging the conversation, her customers’ voices drifted over from the paint section. She thought, for one startling, terrifying second, that she’d heard one of them say the words Colm Caffrey, but she must have imagined it, conjuring his name because he’d popped into her head.

‘Jeremy and I didn’t work out,’ Maisie said to her sister, keen to banish the spectre of Colm. ‘I told you this. We had a couple of dates, nearly two years ago, and I realized he wasn’t as … that he was hard work. It fizzled out, I left teaching, end of story.’

There was a moment’s pause, then Heather said, ‘Didn’t you tell me, last time we spoke, that he’d asked for your help with something?’

Maisie groaned. ‘He got in touch last week because he wants my organizational prowess for the school quiz and chips event. He’s got this new role, community coordinator, and it seems that even though Mr Fielding, the head teacher, has trusted him with it, he doesn’t trust himself. It’s nothing more than that.’

‘There you go, then.’

‘He wants me for my meticulous to-do lists, that’s all.’ Maisie dropped her voice as the two women approached the counter, each holding several paint tester pots. ‘Can I call you back?’

‘Hank has free international minutes,’ Heather said. ‘Just put the phone down and I’ll wait.’

‘OK.’ Maisie took the tester pots, scanned them and put them in a large paper bag. Beside her, Sprout popped his head up, and the women fawned over him, just as – Maisie was sure – he’d hoped.

‘What a sweetie,’ the younger woman said.

‘He’s so well-behaved,’ added the older one.

‘Sometimes,’ Maisie replied. ‘Sometimes, he’s the most badly behaved dog in the whole of Port Karadow.’

‘Oooh, I can’t imagine that.’ The older woman was cooing now. ‘You’re too adorable, aren’t you?’

Sprout gazed up at them, pretending to be the obedient dog they imagined he was.

Maisie resisted the urge to ask them whether they’d really mentioned Colm, but she knew, knew that they hadn’t, so instead she gave them a receipt and said a cheery goodbye, the bell above the door pinging as they left, letting in a waft of spring breeze that made the sun-catchers dance and sent rainbows spiralling across the shop.

Maisie picked up her phone. ‘Sorry about that.’

‘You were telling me about Jeremy,’ Heather said.

‘I had finished telling you about Jeremy,’ Maisie corrected. ‘He is not a romantic option. Anyway, why are you trying to organize my love life? Can’t you be satisfied with your own?’

‘I told you, everything’s really good with me and Hank. We’re going to get a place together.’

‘I thought you already lived together.’

‘In his apartment. We’ve decided to get somewhere new that’s jointly ours, perhaps a little further out of the city, with more space.’ Her sister suddenly sounded timid, as if by saying it out loud, she might jinx it.

‘More space for …?’ Maisie grinned.

‘A pet,’ Heather rushed. ‘Maybe.’

‘A pet would be lovely,’ Maisie said sincerely.

When Heather was ready to talk about what she and Hank really had in mind, then Maisie would be there for her, but she didn’t want to pressure her. It made her realize how much people were moving on with their lives.

Her friend Ollie, who had moved to Port Karadow last October, had been living with her boyfriend Max since the new year. Their love had come quickly, and was showing no signs of becoming less intense. Thea and Ben had been happily ensconced in their cottage for a while too, and as for Meredith and Finn, they were living their best lives with a cat and a dog in a cute little terraced house. She wouldn’t be surprised if any of her loved-up friends announced engagements, or pregnancies, in the near future.

‘Anyway,’ Heather said, ‘that’s why I asked you about Jeremy. I’m so happy, sis, in a way I didn’t ever imagine I wanted to be. Hank and I … I think … just having that one person on your side, something that’s both exciting and comfortable – you deserve that. And I know you’ve always wanted it.’

‘But I have a lot of other stuff to focus on,’ Maisie said. ‘There’s the store, and Sprout – who is incredibly high maintenance.’ Except that, right now, her dog was sitting quietly, looking up at her with his large brown eyes.

But she also had her cosy house with a view of the sea from the upstairs windows, which she had been able to buy because, when it went up for sale, it was basically falling down. Over the last two years, she had transformed it bit by bit, because when you grew up as the daughter of an ironmonger, you learnt how to use the tools sold in the shop. She had purpose here, and she liked working for the family business much more than being a teacher.

She had the countryside and the coastline – some of the most beautiful in the world – and she and Sprout went on regular walks, where she took photos of the changing landscape, the sunset and sunrise, on her trusty camera. Her blog displaying the photographs was mostly just for her, though she had a few loyal followers who commented, who liked the snippets she put up on Instagram. Cornwall was her home, she loved it with all her heart, and there was so much to keep her busy in this beautiful, vibrant town.

‘You know,’ Heather said, the thick quiet in the background changing to the whistle of the wind. It was just after ten a.m. in New York now – Maisie had the time differences sorted in her head – and she imagined her sister stepping onto the balcony of her and Hank’s apartment, her job’s unusual hours meaning she often went into the office later in the day, ‘I sometimes wonder if you’re still hung up on him, after all these years.’

‘No way,’ Maisie said immediately.

‘You know who I’m talking about, then.’

‘I’m not going to insult both of us by pretending I don’t. But Heather, I haven’t seen him for a decade. We were eighteen, I had a stupid crush, and then he sodded off to Australia.’

‘Colm Caffrey,’ Heather intoned, as if she was speaking the name of a notorious serial killer.

‘If you say he was the one that got away, I will reach in through the phone and tug your hair,’ Maisie said.

‘He did a number on you, though.’

‘Heather. He is so far in the past it’s not even funny.’ Except that, the moment Heather had mentioned her not having anyone to share her pizza with, Maisie had thought about him. She had imagined her customers saying his name, for God’s sake! And, even discounting today, he wasn’t exactly absent from her daily musings. His granddad, Liam, still lived in Port Karadow, and was well-loved in the community, which didn’t help.

Maisie could still remember Colm’s cool confidence, the way he made everything seem so straightforward, as if he already had life figured out. There was a light that seemed to shine out of him, and boy, had she been hooked. And they’d had fun, as friends. Towards the end, she had dared to hope that it could be more than that. She had thought that he understood her: her love for Cornwall, her desire to build a life in her home town. She had seen him as a kindred spirit, and then … he’d gone to Australia. It had been so sudden, so unexpected. It had wrecked her, if she was honest. But she was over it – she was twenty-eight: not a teenager any more.

‘My lack of joy on the love front is not because of a crush I had ten years ago,’ she said now. ‘Tell me about your latest glamorous event while I drink my tea.’

Heather paused, and Maisie wondered if she was going to protest, but then she said, ‘OK, well, even though it’s coming up to summer and the optics are all wrong, I am in the midst of organizing an American Horror Story-themed bonanza for a company of investment wankers – I mean bankers. Can you believe?’

‘Oh my god.’ Maisie laughed and clutched her rapidly cooling mug of tea. ‘I want all the details, please.’ She let the ins and outs of Heather’s crazy job take up all her attention, squeezing out thoughts of Jeremy and his sudden reappearance in her life, and more importantly, all memories of Colm Caffrey, who was most definitely not, and never had been, the one who got away. 	
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Chapter Two

On Friday morning, the sun was less sure of itself and, as if in sympathy, the morning started off slowly. Maisie found an old orange octopus toy in the back of the shop for Sprout to chew while he looked out at passers-by, and she spent the morning ordering more of their low-stock items, and scribbling down ideas for a barbecue display, another creative window diorama that would hopefully bring in more customers but would probably also piss off her dad.

‘What’s this?’ a voice asked, and Maisie looked up, startled. She hadn’t heard the bell ding.

Ollie had her arms folded on the counter. She was wearing a thin but cosy-looking forest-green jumper, and her red hair was piled on top of her head. Her make-up was simple but effective, with a sweep of black eyeliner. Maisie thought she always looked effortlessly elegant, and had the confidence to go with it.

‘Hey,’ Maisie said to her friend. ‘Just some doodles for summer displays. I’m hoping to make everyone in Port Karadow desperate to buy a new, expensive barbecue and the accompanying paraphernalia.’

‘I would love a barbecue at the barn,’ Ollie said. ‘Liam’s idea of outdoor eating probably involves building a fire and burying jacket potatoes in the ground next to it.’

Maisie laughed. ‘I bet Max knows what he’s talking about when it comes to barbecues, though.’ She gestured out of the window. Sea Brew, Max’s independent coffee shop, was almost opposite the ironmonger’s, and a constant temptation for her with its luxury coffees and homemade sausage rolls.

‘I’m going to talk to him about it,’ Ollie said. ‘See, you’ve already achieved your aim and it’s just a doodle so far.’

‘I think you’re flattering me,’ Maisie said. ‘Why are you flattering me?’

Ollie clasped her hands together. ‘Because I have a proposal for you!’

‘You do?’

Ollie was a creative whirlwind, always coming up with ideas for events at the bookshop she worked in and, now she was fully settled in the town, for Port Karadow in general. Maisie thought she was a breath of fresh air, and often cited her to her mother as someone who had voluntarily come to the quaint Cornish town from London, who had big ideas and ambitions, but who didn’t feel like those were compromised here. Maisie’s mum liked Ollie, and yet she couldn’t accept that the Cornish lifestyle was fulfilling enough for her own daughter. It was exasperating.

‘You are the perfect person,’ Ollie said now. ‘You’re always so involved in local initiatives, you got to the semi-finals of the Book Wars tournament—’

‘I honestly don’t know how my pitch for The Dead Romantics didn’t beat The Woman in Black,’ Maisie cut in.

Ollie laughed. ‘You convinced me, but some Port Karadow residents are very traditionalist. But regardless, you’re a joiner, Maisie.’

‘I don’t see why I wouldn’t be,’ Maisie said. ‘Why not make the most of the opportunities where you live?’

‘Exactly.’ Ollie bounced on the balls of her feet. ‘And I have got the best opportunity for you. For us – everyone, really. And it’s for a good cause.’

‘You’re really building up the suspense here.’

Ollie leaned over and ruffled Sprout’s fur, and the little dog waggled his behind in pleasure. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘So this is what—’

The bell dinged, and Maisie waved as Garnet came in. He was one of her dad’s contemporaries, and lived in a shambolic house on the edge of town, which had three cars, two camper vans and a boat in the garden, all in various states of disrepair. He was in the shop at least once every other day, and Maisie sometimes wondered if he was the reason the ironmonger’s stayed afloat. He returned her wave and strolled down one of the aisles.

‘Sorry,’ she said, focusing on Ollie. ‘I am all ears.’

‘Good! So here’s the thing – I want to organize a charity calendar for next year.’

‘Oooh, that sounds fun,’ Maisie said. ‘What are you thinking? Calendar Girls’ style? Tastefully shot nudes with strategically placed objects in the foreground?’

‘You have no idea how close you are to the origins of my idea,’ Ollie said, her smile turning coy. Maisie would bet everything she owned that the smile had something to do with Max. ‘But I don’t think we can do that – or not do it quite like that,’ Ollie continued. ‘I want the whole town on board, for everyone to buy at least one copy for themselves and one for a friend, and if it’s naked women – or men – then I’m going to get some hate. We can’t go round objectifying people like Max and Ben …’ Ollie sighed.

‘That’s a shame,’ Maisie said.

‘Isn’t it?’ Ollie laughed. ‘But we can get away with being playful. Calendars have to be playful, I think, if they’re not purely educational – you know, with recipes and whatnot.’

‘So what’s your plan?’

‘A surfing calendar,’ Ollie said. ‘Or surfing-adjacent, anyway. Men and women, set up in various different poses with beautiful Cornish backdrops. There’s lots of scope to be creative, to be funny if we want, and a lot of people we can collar into being models. Max is obviously on board, even though he doesn’t surf any more, and so are Meredith and Finn, with their sea swimming obsession, and I’m sure I can get Ben to put on a wetsuit. What do you think?’

‘It sounds great,’ Maisie said slowly. ‘But I am definitely not a surfer, and I don’t know if I’d look that good in a wetsuit. With me, you’d be getting slow seal rather than sexy surfer.’

‘You can sod off with that right away,’ Ollie said sharply. ‘You’re beautiful and you’d look amazing, and if you want to be in one of the photos then a month is yours.’

‘Isn’t … isn’t that why you’re here, though? You want me to be involved?’

Ollie’s eyes widened, then she laughed. ‘Maisie, I want you to take the photos!’

Maisie sucked in a breath. ‘What?’

‘You’re a brilliant photographer,’ Ollie said. ‘Don’t think I don’t read your blog or ogle your Instagram. That’s so clever, by the way: showing a tiny snippet of each photo on the ’gram, so if people want to see the whole thing they have to click over to your website.’

Maisie blinked. Her blog, her photos, were an outlet for her creativity, taking photos of the beautiful place where she lived. She hadn’t realized that people she knew were interested in her small corner of the internet. ‘You never get the full impact of a photo on Instagram,’ she told Ollie. ‘The local landscape deserves to be viewed on a big screen at the very least, preferably on huge canvases. But I had no idea you read my blog.’

‘It’s so soothing,’ Ollie said. ‘I love the snippets you write under each photo, of what you experience on your walks. And the images are stunning. Meredith told me about it, and I’ve been hooked ever since.’

Maisie felt the blush all the way to her hairline. ‘Thank you.’

‘I know you specialize in landscapes,’ Ollie went on, ‘but you could do the surfing shots. You’re so talented, Maisie, and I don’t want anyone else.’

‘Can I think about it?’ Maisie said. ‘I would love to be involved, but …’ But it was a lot of responsibility, she wanted to say. If one of the models couldn’t make it, then they could get someone else for that month and no biggie. But if she committed to it and then, for some reason, couldn’t do it, or if she did do it, and when all the photos were downloaded, they weren’t good enough, then she’d be letting Ollie down. And no doubt Ollie had told a lot of people about it: Max and Meredith and Finn; Thea who owned A New Chapter; Becky who they worked with; Liam, who Ollie and Max were close to as well. If Maisie attached herself to this, then she would have to do a good job, or else—

‘Of course,’ Ollie said. ‘You don’t have to say yes right away. It would be great if you did say yes at some point, though.’ She grinned, and Maisie laughed.

‘I just need to consider what—’

The bell dinged again, and Maisie looked past her friend. She sucked in a deep breath when she saw who had walked into the shop.

‘Maisie.’ His voice was loud and cheerful.

Ollie glanced behind her, then turned back to Maisie, her eyes wide.

‘Jeremy,’ Maisie said scratchily. ‘How are you?’

‘Oh you know, moseying along. Just wanted to pick up some glue before work.’

‘Not sure you should be letting the children near Super Glue,’ she said.

He laughed and pointed to an aisle. ‘Down there?’

Maisie nodded.

‘It’s for a project at home,’ he explained, ‘but there’s a staff meeting after school tonight, so it made sense to come now. You know how it is.’

‘I do.’ Maisie was very familiar with the afternoon staff meetings at Port Karadow primary school, and a cold shudder of dread worked its way through her, even though she hadn’t had to attend one for a long time. Jeremy loped off to get his glue, and Ollie was on her in a flash.

‘He’s cute.’

‘Yup,’ Maisie agreed.

Jeremy was attractive. He kept his chocolate-brown hair short, but it always curled at the ends, his eyes were blue and his frame was slender, but not weedy; he wasn’t at risk of blowing away in the wind. He had a silver stud in his right ear, which gave him a piratical air, and Maisie couldn’t decide if she liked it or not. He had the confidence that made the children adore him, and he was ambitious. But when she’d finally worked up the courage to ask him to the pub one evening, there had been something slightly unnerving about him, a self-importance that he’d carried out of the classroom, which had made her attraction dim. She’d persevered for a bit, but she still felt a twist of shame when she thought about how she’d let things fizzle out after their third date, not long before she’d given up her teaching job and severed their connection altogether.

‘And you worked together?’ Ollie pressed.

‘He’s a teacher at the primary school. We were colleagues, so …’

Ollie narrowed her eyes. ‘There’s something there, isn’t there? Something more. I can sense it.’ She tapped her lips with a finger.

‘It’s really not—’

‘Found it.’ Jeremy put the bottle of Super Glue on the counter, and Ollie slid sideways to give him space, her gaze unashamedly curious. ‘Still loving the pupil-free life?’ he asked Maisie.

‘Still loving it,’ she confirmed. ‘It’s so much calmer here. You don’t realize, until it’s no longer happening, how many decibels you’re subjected to on a daily basis, teaching at that school.’

‘Fair point,’ Jeremy said easily. ‘I do sometimes wonder if I have the music up too loud in my car. Mostly when I realize the whole vehicle is vibrating.’

Maisie laughed and put the glue through the till.

‘Have you thought any more about what I asked you?’ Jeremy went on, and Maisie could almost see Ollie’s rapt concentration, like a glowing light around her.

‘I don’t know, Jeremy,’ Maisie said. ‘I’m out of all that, now. Working here is more straightforward than teaching, but it’s still a full-time job.’ And I don’t know if I want to spend time with you again.

‘This is one quiz and chips night,’ he said, ‘and it’s not until next month. I just need some help with the organization – the tickets, the food, the questions. You were always so good at that, and it’s not as if you’ll be dragged back into school life, just for helping with this one thing.’

‘Won’t I?’ she asked, too sharply. She didn’t want to think of the pressure her mum would pour on her if she got wind of it.

‘Course not,’ Jeremy said. ‘And it’s more of a community event anyway – you don’t have to have kids at the school to buy a ticket. It won’t be much work, just a couple of evenings together, probably.’

Maisie chewed her lip. He was doing all the things that made her remember why she’d asked him out in the first place. The kind look in his eyes, his attention focused wholly on her, when redheaded bombshell Ollie was standing right next to him. Was there a possibility that …? But no. No. She had moved on.

‘Give me a few more days,’ she said, and held out the card reader.

He tapped his card against it. ‘Call me,’ he said, throwing her a glance that managed to be both nonchalant and entirely too intense as he left.

‘Well then,’ Ollie said after a moment. ‘You’re in demand, Maisie Winters. There must be something in the air.’

‘Hmmm,’ was Maisie’s reply. She ran her hands over Sprout’s short, fluffy ears. It had already been an eventful morning, and it wasn’t even nine o’clock.

On Friday evening, as he so often did, Maisie’s dad came to meet her at the shop, carrying a cardboard cup holder with two cups in it and a paper bag containing whatever pastries Max had left at Sea Brew.

Frank Winters was a large man, whose stockiness in his earlier decades had softened over the years, but he was still an imposing presence. Arthritis had taken away the physicality that he so prized, and was the main reason that Maisie had taken it upon herself to enforce the changes in the family business. Her dad couldn’t spend days sitting behind the counter any more, couldn’t get items off the highest shelf for his customers, and while it had been – and still was, in some ways – a battle, he had finally conceded that Maisie’s proposal made a lot of sense.

‘All right chuck,’ Frank said. Sprout clamoured a greeting, bouncing off his stool and going to say hello. ‘All right stupid,’ he added, bending slowly to ruffle Sprout’s fur.

‘He’ll get a complex if you keep calling him that,’ Maisie said.

‘He loves it.’ Frank straightened, not quite managing to hide his wince. ‘Fancy getting out of here?’

Maisie beamed. It had been such a busy day that she’d had to sneakily eat her lunch at the counter, and even that had been interrupted by a steady stream of customers. Sometimes, her dad would want to go through the takings and check the stock before they left. Other times, like today, he would release her. Maisie might be responsible for the day-to-day running of Port Karadow Ironmonger’s, but in some ways her dad was still in charge. Today, he was obviously in a good mood.

‘Give me five minutes to lock up,’ she said.

They took their tea and pastries to Port Karadow Harbour, the water a glassy blue reflecting the puffy white clouds, the boats swaying gently.

The harbour front was busy with people strolling, taking in the sea air, admiring the view through the telescope, and sitting on the benches that dotted the concrete walkway. A burger stall was gearing up for a busy weekend, and the place had a frisson, Friday evening combined with the warmer weather, only a few days away from June.

They settled on a bench, and Maisie, who had taken the cardboard holder from her dad, handed him a cup of tea. He held open the paper bag and she took out a cinnamon swirl. Max’s pastries were made by a local woman called Beryan, their partnership well-loved throughout the town. Even after five o’clock, the swirl had crunch left in it, and was infused with the delicious, spicy sweetness of the cinnamon, which went perfectly with a swig of hot, milky tea.

‘Thanks for this,’ Maisie said, when she’d finished her mouthful. ‘How are the bees?’

Since retiring, her dad had bought three beehives for their garden. Her mum had complained that the constant buzzing would stop her going out there, but Frank pointed out that the end of their long garden was a wilderness, and she never went that far down anyway. Maisie often wondered if Aimee Winters’ first instinct was to complain, before she stopped to think whether there was any reason to.

‘The bees are grand,’ Frank said. ‘Quiet, right now, but happy.’ Maisie was relieved he’d found a new purpose, because that was the thing she’d been most worried about when she had encouraged him to give up running the shop. A person with no purpose could easily give up on life. ‘Looks like you’ve had a busy week,’ he went on, ‘but the counter was tidy.’ He nodded, more to himself than her, and Maisie remembered that he hadn’t actually given up the ironmonger’s, and a big part of his purpose was making sure she was doing right by the business he’d started over four decades ago.

‘I run a tight ship,’ she said, ‘whatever you might think.’

‘I think you’re doing a grand job,’ he said, and she wanted to ask why, if he really believed that, did he check up on her all the time? But it was a balmy Friday evening, she was lucky to still be able to spend time with her parents, and for the most part she got on with her dad. She didn’t want to upset the harmony between them by being petty.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ she said instead, closing her eyes and letting the warm sun caress her eyelids.

‘And you won’t mind putting in a shift tomorrow afternoon, will you?’

She opened her eyes. ‘I thought Parker was working with Sandy tomorrow. I have the weekend off.’

‘Parker’s got his nan’s eightieth,’ Frank said. ‘He can’t stay past two.’

Maisie chewed the inside of her cheek. ‘When did you find out?’

He glanced at her, then turned his scrutiny to the water. ‘What do you mean, pet?’

‘I mean, he must have known about his nan’s eightieth a while ago – it’s not like it’s a movable event. When did you know he couldn’t do tomorrow afternoon?’

‘A couple of weeks, maybe,’ Frank said. ‘But you can fill in, can’t you?’

Maisie gritted her teeth. This was one of the problems with him still clinging on to the business. They had agreed that Maisie would cover the main hours from Mondays to Fridays, with help whenever it was likely to be busy. Then there were several part-timers, including Parker and Sandy, who were supposed to take charge at weekends. Why her dad felt he needed to hold the rota so close to his chest, she didn’t know, unless it was one way he could still feel in control. But this, telling her the evening before that she needed to work on Saturday afternoon, was just not on.

‘I could have plans,’ she said, horrified to hear the whine in her voice.

‘But you don’t, do you, love?’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘You can move ’em, eh?’ He patted her knee. ‘You’ll still have Sunday off.’

‘How generous of you,’ she murmured.

‘What was that?’ He looked at her, his grey brows lowered.

‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘I can do tomorrow afternoon.’

She didn’t add that, after this, she was going to wrestle control of the rota from him once and for all. She wasn’t a child any more – she was running the family business almost single-handedly, for goodness’ sake – and she had to let her dad, and her mum, for that matter, know that they could no longer treat her like one.

‘Grand, pet. I knew you would. How’s that cinnamon swirl?’

‘Delicious,’ Maisie said grudgingly.

She stared into the distance, thinking of all the plans she’d had for tomorrow. She had been going to take a long walk with Sprout to make the most of the spring sunrise and the soft mist that often brushed the fields and water at that time of year, and which could make for spectacular photographs; she wanted to catch up on her latest read, a spooky novel called The Toll House that she was engrossed in; she needed to do some serious thinking about the two opportunities that had been thrust her way, taking photos for Ollie’s calendar and helping Jeremy with the quiz and chips. The second one had more emotional weight than the first, but being the Official Calendar Photographer would take up a lot of time, and was the one she cared more about.

She had planned to phone Meredith later, to see if she and Finn fancied going to the pub tomorrow evening, perhaps with Thea and Ben, and Ollie and Max, too. She could still do that, of course – it would give her something to look forward to after an unexpected afternoon spent at work. It wasn’t that bad, she decided. And, she added silently, it would be the last time.

Adjustments to the weekend made in her mind, she sipped her tea, licked pastry flakes off her fingers, and let the warm Port Karadow breeze whip her irritation away.




[image: Bird image] 
Chapter Three

On Saturday, Maisie made it to midday before she decided to go into work early. It was raining steadily, so her plans for a long walk with Sprout were out of the window anyway, and her phone had been buzzing with messages from Jeremy all morning, as if she’d already agreed to help him with the quiz and chips.

She and Sprout left her colourful, cosy house and walked through the rain, Port Karadow looking like a scene from a downbeat film in its cloak of drizzle, the hazy glow of lights from windows suggesting people were staying warm and dry inside. The moment she stepped into the ironmonger’s, Sprout shook his robust little body, sending rainwater across the garden display and the stand of picture hooks.

‘Awww,’ Sandy said from behind the counter. ‘He’s adorable.’ She was in her early twenties, with long auburn hair and kind blue eyes, and when she wasn’t working at the shop she was busy building her fledgling greetings card business. She was also an unconditional Sprout lover, and he loved her right back. While her dog trotted around the counter to greet Sandy, Maisie went to get a cloth to dry the displays.

‘Didn’t think you were coming till later,’ Sandy said, when Maisie emerged from the storeroom.

‘It’s only a couple of hours until I’m due here,’ Maisie said, which sounded lame even to her. ‘I could do with sorting out some paperwork anyway.’ They both knew that wasn’t true because Maisie hated paperwork, wanted it out of the way as quickly as possible, and so always kept rigidly on top of it.

With Sandy’s curious gaze on her, and Parker whistling loudly while he restocked the wall of kitchen utensils, Maisie disappeared into the office, which was a lot tidier since she’d been in charge, but still lacked any sort of comfort and smelled distinctly of sawdust. The storeroom was next to it.

She was lost in a deep-dive of some ancient folders she’d found under a cabinet, which she was pretty sure she should simply throw away, the sounds of the shop a gentle background soundtrack, when the ping of the door was followed by a loud, familiar voice. ‘I need to speak to the owner, immediately!’

‘I-I’ll just see if-if I can—’ Sandy started, and Maisie knew she had to step in. Perhaps this was fate. Perhaps she was meant to be here, so she could deal with this less-than-welcome situation.

She strode into the shop, where Mr Gerald Duffield, aka Port Karadow Ironmonger’s Most Troublesome Customer, was leaning forwards on the counter, his hands splayed across it. He was in his early sixties, Maisie guessed, and lived in a large, elegant property in the lush green countryside surrounding the town.

‘Mr Duffield.’ Maisie approached the counter, where Sandy and Sprout were both doing excellent impressions of rabbits caught in headlights. ‘How can I help you today?’

‘The contact adhesive I bought from you last Monday doesn’t work.’ His flinty eyes bored into her, and she could see that he was almost vibrating with fury.

Maisie took a breath of damp, dusty air. ‘Tell me what happened.’

She could see the war in his eyes, between staying monosyllabic and furious, and telling his story. ‘It’s for my latest … acquisition,’ he said. ‘A very fine white stag’s head, procured from a top-notch taxidermist.’ The story was winning out. Maisie spared a thought for the poor white stag, obviously a once-majestic creature, then remembered the burgers she and Sprout had wolfed down at the harbour the other day, and decided not to be hypocritical.

‘Sounds … lovely,’ she said, sliding behind the counter. Sandy scampered away, presumably to the furthest corner of the storeroom. ‘But there was a problem?’

‘Not with my purchase,’ Gerald said. ‘But I always add a plaque to my wall hangings. The breed, the estimated size, the kill date. Your Evo-Stik was utterly useless.’

Maisie ruffled Sprout’s head beneath the counter. ‘Did you leave it once you’d spread the glue on it?’ This was a common mistake.

‘What?’ he barked.

‘Once you’ve put the glue on both sides, the back of the plaque and the mount, you need to leave it to touch-dry, usually for about fifteen minutes, then stick the two parts together. If you do it sooner, the adhesive isn’t stable.’

Gerald blinked. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I want another one, free of charge. I’d also like to be compensated for my wasted time and journey, but I don’t expect you’ll honour that. As it is, I’m very close to taking my business elsewhere.’

Maisie knew he wouldn’t do that, and because of that, she wanted to keep her relationship with Gerald as smooth as possible. It would never be harmonious, but she had a part to play here. ‘Do you have the … defective packet?’

He took it out of his pocket. The cardboard was soggy, on the verge of disintegrating, reminding Maisie that the rain was still coming down hard.

‘Great.’ She took it from him. ‘I’ll get you another packet.’

‘Not one that’s been sitting there for years,’ he called after her.

She went to the glue aisle, and found that the space was empty. Parker should have been keeping an eye on low stock, but she didn’t have the time to deal with that right now.

‘I’ll get you a fresh one from the back,’ Maisie called. She heard the bell ding, and smiled at Sandy, who was sipping a cup of tea in the office. ‘It’s OK, I’ve placated him. Could you go and see to whoever’s just come in?’

‘Course.’ Sandy put her mug down and slid off her chair.

Maisie found the box of Evo-Stik on a high shelf in the storeroom, and moved the small stool over so she could stand on it. She still had to reach her arms right up, and stand on tiptoe, to reach it. She grabbed hold of the box, and pulled. As it tipped, some kind of spider village that had been resting on top, with dust-covered cobwebs and dead, partly devoured insects, slid off and into her blonde curls.

‘Ugh.’ She wasn’t squeamish – renovating a rundown house and having to explore every dark, dingy corner had knocked her fear of spiders out of her – but it wasn’t a particularly pleasant feeling.

Eyes squeezed firmly closed to stop any more cobwebs getting in them, she felt her way off the stool, put the box down and tipped her head forward, shaking it.

‘Maisie!’ Sandy called. ‘Maisie, come here!’

‘Just a sec,’ Maisie replied, wondering how Gerald was terrorizing her now. She didn’t have time to look in the mirror, to make herself presentable. She ran a hand quickly over her face and strode out into the shop, towards the counter.

Then she came to a dead halt, as if there was a solid wall of clear polycarbonate in front of her.

‘Hello, Winters,’ said the man standing next to Gerald.

He was wearing a very sleek, black and grey waterproof jacket, and his damp hair was flattened to his head, but was obviously still thick, and possibly, probably untidy. He sounded confident but also slightly incredulous, and even though there were things that were different about him – his frame was more solid; slender, still, but definitely stronger around the shoulders, and there was something about his voice, his deep tone slightly accented – there were also things that were the same. Mostly, the fact that his skin was tanned, freckled – even more than it had been when he was a teenager and spent most of his summers in the Cornish sunshine – and his eyes. Brown, but not dark. In some lights, Maisie remembered, they looked gold.

She knew those eyes, and so did her body, and all kinds of things were happening in that moment – things that she couldn’t make sense of. Had talking about him with Heather, thinking about him more than usual, conjured him here? Had those customers the other day mentioned him, because they’d seen him around town? She didn’t know, but what she did – suddenly – realize was that he’d said her name, and that she should probably reply.

‘Colm,’ she said, her voice shaky. ‘You’re … How are you here? It’s been …’

‘A while,’ he finished for her. ‘I know. Surprise!’ He laughed, but she could see that, while there was undoubtedly a slight smugness at her stupefied reaction, he was also nervous. Not that that wasn’t entirely understandable. He’d been away – on the other side of the world – for a decade. But now, here he was, and Maisie was struggling to take it in.

Colm Caffrey, her intense teenage crush, the man she had at one point thought she was in love with but had resigned herself to the fact that she would never see again, was back in Port Karadow, and looking soggy but also incredibly, hopelessly gorgeous, in her shop.
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Chapter Four

‘Did you find my Evo-Stik?’ Gerald asked, interrupting Maisie’s very important, highly momentous moment.

‘It looks like she found a whole nest of tarantulas,’ Parker piped up from somewhere behind her, and Maisie remembered the box, the cobwebs, and only now wondered what she looked like. Colm pulled off drenched with aplomb. No drowned rat for him, more advertising-outdoor-clothing model. She, on the other hand, didn’t think she could pull off dust-bunny chic. Who could?

‘Are you OK?’ Colm asked.

‘Just a regular occurrence in the storeroom,’ Maisie said, trying to brush it off, metaphorically and literally.

‘I had no idea you worked here now,’ he said. ‘Is your dad all right?’

‘He’s good. Grumbling, as always, but—’

‘That is not a surprise to me,’ Gerald cut in. ‘My adhesive?’

‘Sorry – of course,’ Maisie said. ‘I’ve got a fresh box out the back.’

‘I thought that’s what you’d gone out there to get.’ Gerald’s voice was frayed. She’d just got him to simmering, she didn’t want to turn the heat up again.

‘It’s coming!’ She raced back to the storeroom, ripped open the cobwebby box and pulled out a fresh packet of the adhesive. She hurried back behind the counter, suddenly hyper-aware of every movement she made, every hair tuck, every pull of her eyebrows. ‘Here we go.’

Gerald splayed his hands on the counter again, making himself as imposing as possible. Sandy and Parker were adjusting the hand tool display nearby, as if they thought there was still some dramatic mileage in the interaction. Colm stood back, waiting his turn, even though Parker or Sandy could help him with whatever he needed. What did he need?

‘This one will work, will it?’ Gerald asked.

Not if you don’t follow the instructions, Maisie thought. ‘It’s a brand-new packet. It should be fine.’

‘I don’t want another day like yesterday. Hopeless waste of time. Why sell the products if they’re defective?’

‘If you follow the instructions to the letter, Mr Duffield, you should be successful.’

‘Of course I did. I’m not defective.’

Maisie quietly processed the exchange, not trusting herself to reply in a way that would be considered excellent customer service.

As he was shoving the new packet of Evo-Stik in his pocket, Colm took a step towards him and said, ‘You know with that one, you have to leave it to touch-dry on both surfaces before you hook them up, right?’

Maisie almost choked on her tongue as Gerald’s eyes turned to pure, grey fury, then he pivoted on his heels and yanked open the door, the bell dinging twice as he stormed out.

When he’d gone, only the sound of the pounding rain remained. Maisie took a deep breath and let her gaze meet Colm’s. ‘Hook them up?’ she repeated. ‘You’ve gone all antipodean.’

He shrugged. ‘Unavoidable, I guess.’

‘But you’re here,’ she said, more to ground herself in this new reality than for his sake.

‘I am.’ He took another step towards the counter. He really was very freckled, and his hair, she knew, while dark now, was a soft brown, the type that got natural highlights in the sun. She wondered how blond it was now; how he would look when she next saw him, less rain-soaked. Silently, she scolded herself. She shouldn’t already be imagining a next time.

‘When did you get here?’ she asked.

‘Two days ago,’ Colm said. ‘The jet lag is killing me.’

‘Are you staying with Liam? Is this a holiday? What’s … what’s happening?’

He laughed gently. ‘I didn’t mean to shock you.’

‘You’re a blast from the past, that’s all.’ That might be the understatement of the century.

‘Yeah.’ It came out as a long, drawn-out sigh. ‘This place too. So much has changed, but a lot is the same. You’re here, though. I thought you were a teacher.’

‘How have you been keeping tabs on me?’ She folded her arms, and Sprout, who had been dozing since Gerald’s first outburst, raised his head above the counter and barked.

Colm leaned over, holding his hand out to her dog, then turned questioning eyes on her. ‘Who’s this?’

‘This is Sprout. He won’t bite you.’

‘Good to know.’ He ruffled Sprout’s head, and her dog whined in ecstasy. Maisie couldn’t help noticing Colm’s long, tanned fingers, his nails white and clean against the golden skin. ‘And, for the record, I haven’t been keeping tabs on you. Granddad updates Melissa, who’s living in Portugal now, did you know?’

Maisie nodded. Melissa was Colm’s older sister. She’d lived in London for a long time before moving to Portugal with her new boyfriend, Tiago. ‘So Liam updates Melissa, and Lissa updates you?’

‘Yup.’

‘Are you staying with your granddad now?’

Colm pursed his lips, and kept on stroking Sprout.

‘Are things still frosty between you?’ Maisie asked.

‘It’s not so easy to set things straight when you’re thousands of miles apart, and one of you isn’t the biggest fan of technology. Besides, it was me going to Australia that pissed Granddad off in the first place.’ He drew his hand back and Sprout followed it with his nose, whimpering gently. 	

‘It was quite sudden,’ Maisie said slowly. But now wasn’t the time to rehash this, to open old wounds. She was still reeling from him just … being here. ‘Where are you staying, then?’

Colm ran a hand down his face. ‘Granddad’s let me have the cottage, you know that yellow one, about ten minutes’ walk from Foxglove Farm? And he didn’t have to do anything for me, so it makes me think we can maybe patch it up. We’ve got time, at least.’

Maisie’s heart sped up. ‘How long are you staying?’

‘Indefinite, indeterminate. Not sure.’

Her mind flooded with questions. Why had he left Australia? Why had he come back here? Was he alone? Did he have a girlfriend with him? A wife? A family? Did she want to catch up with him? Her immediate instinct was yes, she did. But she didn’t want to bombard him, so she took a tiny, physical step backwards, and a larger mental one.

‘And can I … was there a reason you came here, today?’ She laughed awkwardly. ‘I mean, is there something I can help you with? House-wise?’

Colm let out a long exhale, as if trying to rid himself of all the complications in his life – it sounded like there were complications, if he wasn’t sure how long he’d be in Port Karadow – then gave her a lopsided smile. ‘I’m going to need loads of stuff for the cottage, but right now I need a doormat. The flagstones are a deathtrap when it’s been raining.’ He gestured outside. ‘That’s as far as I’ve got, but I think if I make one decision, one tiny improvement, it’ll feel like a win.’

Maisie knew exactly what he meant. When she’d bought her house, started work on the renovations, it had seemed like an insurmountable task, but once she’d broken it down, decided which rooms to start on, made that first purchase from her dad, she had felt like she was getting somewhere, like it wasn’t so unmanageable after all.

‘Come with
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