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        The Harbourside, St Aidan, Cornwall

        Oysters and alarm calls

        Saturday

      

      

      ‘One more take, Tia. This time I’ll try for more lace and less lobster pots.’

      I adjust the tripod that’s propped on the harbour’s edge and look down to where my best friend is standing in her wedding dress on the boardwalk, boats bobbing on the water behind her.

      We came out at first light to dodge the tourists and fishermen, and soon the quayside will be swarming. St Aidan, with its rows of pastel-coloured cottages clinging to the hillside and breakers rolling in along the bay, is as chilled as Cornish seaside villages come, but two women in wedding dresses dancing on the quayside might still draw a crowd we’d rather not have.

      Tia realigns her corset top, and grins at me as she resets the music. ‘I know we usually do this in the shop, not outside, but you’ve got this, Maevey.’

      Tia’s been grinning that same grin at me since the day we met at infant school and bonded because we had matching Kicker boots, were a head taller than most of the class and had names that our teacher, Miss Higgins, struggled to get her head around. We also spent every summer after at the Sardine Club, which was the kids’ holiday activity centre in the old coastguards’ hut down by Jaggers bar.

      We both left St Aidan after sixth form to do business courses in Plymouth, and then we bounced back home again and haven’t found a reason to leave since.

      After uni I did a few casual shifts in the bingo hall in Truro and turned out to be a natural. But my career as a caller had an abrupt break when my homecoming weight gain turned out to be a pregnancy rather than too many of Mum’s rock buns, and my trip to A&E ended in the labour ward. As my mum was a foster parent who specialised in babies, when my own little girl, Nemmie, arrived we should have sailed through. But even though we had the best support at home, the sudden birth led to problems for both of us, and the years that followed were very tough.

      It’s one of my life’s proudest achievements that we came through that. The bingo hall wasn’t glamorous, but it meant evening work and a caring community of customers. Then, as Nemmie grew up, I added in dogs to walk too, and now here we are: Nemmie is nine, and we’re still living at home with my mum, my stepdad, younger stepsiblings and foster babies. It might sound dull to some thirty-one-year-olds, but after the hard times, ordinary is an outcome I’ll happily settle for.

      Hands in the air, when I’m not at work or with Nemmie, I spend so much time on my phone putting reels together that in another universe I might have been a TikTok legend. As I can’t decide whether to be a make-up guru, a book reviewer or simply film seagulls being hilarious, for now I’m still just myself: still feeling a little bit like a runner who got left behind in the starting blocks, but never quite getting around to changing that.

      We’d always thought it was an advantage that the bingo hall was privately owned because we could make our own decisions, but when property prices finally overtook profits the owners closed so fast there wasn’t even time to protest. We got pay in lieu of notice and redundancy the size of a sugar lump.

      Hot on the trail of that, my older brother, Salvador, a property developer, has hit difficulties too. One day he was driving round in a royal blue state-of-the-art Range Rover with more portfolios than WHSmith, the next he was tapping us all for as much as we could lend him to counter his cash flow problems. If that’s what dreaming big does for you, I’m pleased I keep my dreams small.

      Tia has had more of a starry career than me, because her Aunty Immie knows Jess who owns Brides by the Sea, St Aidan’s multi-floor wedding shop with views of the bay. It started when Jess opened a flower shop in a cupboard and grew to become the go-to emporium for every bride in the south-west. When Jess finally persuaded Tia to have a trial there in dress sales seven years ago, her eye for detail and ability to call it like it is without ever sounding rude meant she was a perfect fit. And when Jess put her in charge of bridal appointments and offered her the teensy top-floor flat above the shop with rooms under the sloping eaves so she could move out of home, she jumped at it.

      Hard-headed Jess made a good call adding in a younger assistant, especially one as gregarious as Tia, because most of our friends have come to her for their wedding dresses and then spread the word afterwards. What’s more, so many of our friends have tied the knot the last few years that the hen parties, bridesmaid WhatsApp groups and weddings have run end to end. One summer I had so many bridesmaids’ dresses I had them hanging in the beach hut I bought from my gran, the teensy piece of real estate my only concession to adulting. It’s also been my go-to quiet place over the years; my refuge from the noise and blissful chaos back at Mum’s.

      I’m reaching to reset the camera on my phone when the wind catches Tia’s veil and as she clutches her tiara the light catches the diamonds in her engagement ring.

      I smile at her as the thought hits me. ‘Sometime soon, this will be you for real.’

      Of all our friends she and her fiancé, Thom, have the best chance of lasting the course. They’ve been in love since uni, have similar goals in life, forgive easily, and can’t wait to have a baby. And I also know they’re ‘this close’ to deciding on the venue for their wedding.

      For a moment her smile fades, then she gives a shrug. ‘You know us, we prevaricate for England.’

      I laugh because that’s not true. They’re both so eager to move on to the next stage they’re being super-flexible with their choices to make it happen faster. ‘If you don’t get off the fence soon, I could be hitched before you.’

      We both know I’m joking. While the rest of our friends have been marrying at the rate of one a weekend, I’ve barely managed a date. I once accidentally saw the stats book belonging to Nell, who runs the St Aidan singles club, and over the years I have been their biggest attender with no follow-up dates at all. Thankfully, I care so little I can laugh about it without faking.

      It’s not that I’m fussy, or awkward, or rude, and it’s not even about Nemmie. I partied hard at uni without meeting anyone special, and then I had one incredible night that led to Nemmie. But since then, no one has seemed worth the bother. Which makes it all the more ironic that I’m leaping round the harbour dressed as a bride.

      It all began when I went to give Tia a hand with photos for the shop socials and did a video of the two of us messing around to make Tia laugh. When she posted it on the shop Insta page and it got a hundred likes in an hour it opened our eyes to the potential.

      That was the green light for me to unleash my fun side. According to Tia, wedding businesses are all wobbling after the pandemic so anything pulling attention to the Insta page is good news for Brides by the Sea. We’ve carefully tuned the content so any bride who sees the page will be desperate to visit the shop, buy a dress and move on to all the other departments too.

      The key to success on the socials is to always move forwards, which is why I’ve brought us outdoors today. I’m hoping the brightly coloured boats and the reflections off the water will add a summer vibe for the latest collection of dresses.

      I tap the timer on my phone and hop down beside Tia who bends and flicks on the music. ‘Three two one, take it away Agnetha and Frida!’

      We’ve chosen Abba’s ‘Waterloo’ because it’s an eternally popular wedding banger, and as it blares out of Tia’s speaker we’re aiming to show brides that a fitted dress needn’t stop you jumping around at the reception. We made up this routine when we were six and we’ve brought it out on every dance floor in Cornwall since, so our moves flow effortlessly. If anything, my dress is tighter than Tia’s, its tulle overlay caught with sequins and pearls, but at least my skirt has a side split. I toss back my veil and follow Tia along the pontoon waving my arms over my head as I jive behind her.

      We jump to spin, then I lead the way back to do a spot directly to camera. We’re just setting off the other way again when I hear a loud banging noise coming from a boat further along the quay.

      I glimpse a figure on the deck, but he’s out of shot, and I’m damned if I’m going to wreck this take because of one angry sailor hammering on his cabin roof.

      When we did school dance shows, the rule was to get to the end, come hell or high water, and that’s what we’ll do now. We do a shimmy or two, more wild jumps, and carry on down the boardwalk. Except just as we arrive back for our ‘final hurrah’ the guy leaps off the boat and steps straight between us and the tripod.

      As Tia flicks off the music, I unleash my rage on the sailor. ‘What the hell are you doing? You wrecked our final shot!’

      He gives a snort. ‘You may be hell bent on tap dancing along every pontoon in St Aidan on the way to your wedding, but some people here are trying to sleep!’

      Our age-old rule is to keep them talking, then run like the wind. ‘Is it Abba themselves you object to? Or the questionable lyrical references?’

      ‘At six a.m., inches from my cabin window, neither are ideal.’

      I’ve always been a sucker for deep voices. This one’s like liquid chocolate, and it’s already sent shivers zipping down my back fastening. There’s something strangely distinctive about the words, even more about the way he says them. The last time I heard a tone that sardonic I was…

      My heart does a double somersault as my gaze skims past a half-fastened belt buckle over the faded blue of his unbuttoned shirt and a chin roughened with stubble. Our eyes meet with a jolt.

      ‘Lando?’ I say the name, but it comes out as a whisper.

      I’ve no idea why there’s a question in my voice either when there isn’t any doubt at all. My brother Salvador’s loaded best mate practically lived with us for the whole of senior school, and is entirely responsible for Salvador’s lavish tastes and extravagant ambitions. When they headed off to Australia together without a backward glance it nearly broke Mum’s heart. And then they argued, and Lando left Salvador on his own, thousands of miles from home – so there’s already a lot not to like here, before we get onto the worst part.

      That one amazing night that led to Nemmie? Lando Nancarrow was the man I spent it with. Who’d have thought one over-enthusiastic goodbye hug after his going away party would end up with such lifelong ramifications, especially when we’d taken all the precautions. Obviously I should have told Lando I was expecting his baby, but as it wasn’t a normal pregnancy, there wasn’t any lead time. When Nemmie arrived unexpectedly, Lando had already slipped off grid on the other side of the world. By the time I resurfaced from my own struggles and he had signal again, there were a lot more reasons to keep my secret than there were to tell him.

      In the few seconds I held Nemmie in my arms before she was whisked away to special care, I realised no one could know about me and Lando, and apart from Tia, that’s how it’s stayed. Tia’s imperceptible raise of an eyebrow and her hand reaching for mine now remind me why I shared.

      With so many complications, my feelings of guilt for keeping it from Lando are off-the-scale. I promised myself that as soon as I saw him face to face, I’d be able to gauge the risks better and make a decision based on that, but he never came. Then as time went on, it felt that fate had taken control.

      I often played out in my head what I’d do if I ever bumped into him, but I never imagined I’d freeze.

      His rage has mellowed to a frown. ‘Maeve! I sail the boat I’m delivering into St Aidan, and here you are! What the hell are you doing marrying someone else? You always said you’d marry me!’

      ‘What did you just say?’ I’m picking my jaw up off the floor, because that’s not true. Our night together was short. With him and Salvador heading off on the adventure of a lifetime and me staying exactly where I was, we barely mentioned the next day, let alone the next decade.

      What’s more, him popping up in St Aidan at daybreak on a Saturday morning now is the worst news for me. I need him to leave town as fast as he’s arrived. That’s the only way my life as I know it can continue.

      Then it hits me. He’s not serious. ‘Haha, good joke.’

      He swallows hard. ‘Sorry. I’ll try that again. Congratulations, is the lucky guy anyone I know?’ Then his frown deepens as his eyes fall on Tia’s fingers twisting through mine in solidarity. ‘One more go. You’re marrying a woman! Spectacular! I did not see that one coming!’

      I hold my hand up. ‘No, Lando! No, to all of it.’

      He shakes his head. ‘Your mum’s favourite song, two gorgeous bridal dresses? If that’s not a sure sign, you’ll have to fill in the blanks for me, Maevey Wavey.’

      First things first. ‘No one calls me that. Not anymore.’

      His lips twist. ‘You’ve stuck with the same dance moves, why not the name too when it suits you so much?’

      It’s the same teasing tone that used to drive me wild as a kid, that same diversion from the main subject to distract me. And of course he has all the insider knowledge, because he was there. Salvador and I used to fight over everything, and Lando would be a constant in the background, doing his good-cop-bad-cop routine, pretending to stand up for me but still mocking me enough to keep Sav on side.

      I shiver to think of those awful years when I’d woken up to how hot Lando was, me desperate to be noticed, yet knowing he was entirely off-limits. I mean, it doesn’t get any more sad, hopeless or ridiculous than lusting after your older brother’s best mate when you’re fourteen and they’re eighteen and playing the field. And if you finally grow old enough to jump them and accidentally have their baby but don’t tell them about it, there’s no coming back from that. I need to wind this up fast and get off the harbour.

      ‘If you let me get a word in, Lando, I’ll explain.’

      He gives a shrug. ‘Whatever you say, Wavey Maeve.’

      I don’t rise to that. ‘There are no brides, no weddings, just me and the same best friend I’ve always had who you must remember.’ I loosen my fingers and flop my hand on her shoulder. ‘Tia works at the wedding shop up the hill, and we’re filming content for the socials.’

      ‘That’s all?’ His eyes widen, then he frowns again. ‘Aren’t those dresses too good for dragging over mackerel nets?’

      That’s the bit I’d rather not think about. ‘That’s why we chose from the least pricey end of the rail. And why we’re being super-careful.’

      He raises one sardonic eyebrow. ‘Good you’ve got that covered. I’ve always been told wedding dresses cost more than houses.’

      What happens next is one of those nightmare moments, where my actions completely contradict what I’ve just said. I have no idea why I was trying to stick my thigh through the skirt slit in the first place, even less idea why the exhibitionist in me took over and did a half kick that exposes my entire leg. All I know is, it completely unbalances me and before I know it, I’m twisting through the air into a dramatic diagonal plunge, and the boardwalk is rushing towards me.

      Luckily for me, Lando leaps forwards and breaks my fall. It’s the kind of move they spend all week perfecting on Strictly; I end up upside down in a full lunge in his arms, staring into eyes that are dancing with amusement.

      He seems to be biting his lip to hold back his laughter. ‘Nice move, Maevey, way better than the “hello” hug I was about to suggest.’

      When he gently eases me back to vertical again, I know better than to accept the hand he’s offering and instead take a large step away from him.

      I tuck any escaping bits back into the scoop-neck of my dress, and send Tia an eye roll. ‘Great to bump into you, Lando, but we’d best push on and beat the crowds.’

      Lando grins around the deserted harbourside. ‘I understand. Films to make, places to be.’

      I pull in my stomach, lift my chin high, and fix my gaze on a point above the rooftops of the cottages across the quay. With my boobs back in order all I want now is to make a smooth exit, so Lando’s lasting impression is a good one. Ideally when he thinks about me for the next ten years it’ll be as a sharp, stylish woman who has her shit together.

      As I stride to pass him his voice rings out. ‘Careful, Maevey, mind the⁠—’

      There’s a strange sensation as my body moves forwards but my foot bangs against something hard and stays where it is. I teeter on my heels, throw my weight backwards to find my balance point but somehow overdo it, and end up toppling. Lando’s hands are coming towards me, but this time I’m tipping backwards too fast for him to reach me. A second later, I’m arcing backwards towards the water, arms outstretched, thanking my lucky star it’s high tide.

      There’s a loud smack as I hit the surface and half the contents of the harbour fly upwards as I plummet downwards. The freezing water forces every bit of breath out of my body.

      As I claw my way back through the murk to the surface, there’s another tidal wave, and as I reach to grab the boardwalk, Lando’s head bobs up beside mine.

      You’d think that when I’ve just fallen in the harbour my heart couldn’t sink any lower, but it has now.

      Tia’s still on the gangplanks, calling down to us as she dabs the splashes on her satin skirt. ‘It might be easier if you swim to the wall and climb up the ladder.’

      I drag myself up onto the cobbles in clinging transparent silk hoping to hide behind a few pearls and seaweed strands. Then Lando hauls himself out, his tanned, wet skin shining as he rubs his muscles. I let my eyes follow the trail of hair from his navel down to the waistband of his pants before I yank my eyes away.

      It could have been worse. At least he kept his boxers on.

      He squeezes my arm as he heads off towards his boat again. ‘Good thing you chose the cheap dress. An expensive one might have been totally ruined. Can I offer you a towel?’

      There’s nothing I’d like more, but as I don’t want to stay a second longer, I call after him, ‘We’re okay. The shop’s not far.’

      Which reminds me there are bigger problems than him.

      ‘How will we break it to Jess?’ I’m cursing myself for ever leaving the shop. ‘It would have taken months of bingo calling to cover the cost of this dress.’

      Tia stares down at the streaks on her own silk gown. ‘If we caught all that on camera, Jess may yet forgive us.’

      I squeeze the tripod legs together and tuck it under my arm. ‘I have no idea how you can stay so chilled in the face of so much devastation.’

      She pulls me into a hug. ‘You’ve probably had enough shocks for one day, but there might be a surprise for you back at the shop.’

      I give a shiver. ‘So long as it’s not Lando-shaped, bring it on!’ I blow out a sigh. ‘And yay! For what we’ve just survived! Let’s hope that’s the last we’ll see of him.’

      Even though I’m definitely not watching him, I sense a movement on the boat, and freeze as I take in the unfolding scene. ‘He’s got a woman on there with him.’

      Tia pulls a face. ‘Regardless of his opening line, it shouldn’t be a surprise he’s taken. Given how hot and loaded he is.’

      ‘Right.’ Of course he will be. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. We’re totally incompatible, and then there’s the humungous pile of baggage between us. Not talking about Nemmie herself, obviously, but about the inevitable retribution if the truth came out now.

      Tia gives me a shove along the cobbles. ‘Your teeth are chattering, we’d better go.’

      As we make our way up the narrow winding hill past Crusty Cobs bakery, Tia gives me one of her searching stares, and I say what we’re both thinking. ‘If Lando Nancarrow is back in town for any more than a fleeting visit, regardless of his status, I’m in big trouble.’

      I can’t believe how much difference half an hour can make. When we wandered down to the harbour earlier, I was carefree and happy, and now look at me!
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        The Harbourside, St Aidan, Cornwall

        The trouble with happy hours

        Saturday

      

      

      The night I spent with Lando ten years ago changed my life forever, but Lando and Salvador’s going away bash was a big deal for our family too. When Mum urged us to spread our wings, she was thinking of Plymouth or maybe London, so Sav announcing he was off to other side of the world for a year or two had left her quietly distraught.

      Lando with his very different background had always opened up doors and horizons for Sav. He had only ended up in Sav’s class as a temporary measure when he got expelled from boarding school for something he didn’t do and stayed on when he seemed to be doing okay. The Australia trip was the point when Mum started to doubt the friendship was a good idea.

      The night of their going away do I’d missed my usual Saturday evening shift at the bingo to stay home to look after the foster children and my toddler half-brother while Mum and her partner, Paul, went to the farewell meal at The Hungry Shark. By the time we swapped places and I joined the goodbye trawl around the local pubs I was five hours behind with the drinking. Even hitting Jaggers Bar’s famous three-for-two-cocktails I had no chance of catching up, so when the party left to go up to the Harbourside Hotel I slipped away to the beach hut instead.

      When Lando appeared out of the darkness on the beach hut verandah, it was like a whispering answer to every teenage dream I’d ever had. When I rested my finger on his belt buckle, he didn’t pull away. When I reached up to kiss the corner of his mouth, he let me. A few moments later he ran his fingers through my hair and tugged it, and when he pulled me into the kiss of a lifetime, the whole feeling of now or never pushed me over the edge. It was the culmination of years of longing, and it was as if all my instincts had been spot on; once we touched, we couldn’t take our hands off each other.

      Mum being Mum made sure there were always condoms at the hut just as there were piles of the things in the bathroom cabinet at home. Not that I’d used them myself, or ever made a habit of jumping people on the beach before. But this time I made an exception, and as Lando kissed my face off we were grateful for her forward thinking.

      The sex was every cliché in the book; urgent, driven, explosive at first, then sweet and tearful as we watched the sky lighten to dawn. And then Lando went, and I was left with a handful of memories and an empty beach.

      I’ve often wondered since if I’d have been better off not having had that night at all, because it ruined me for anyone coming after. It was hard to get what I’d been aching for for so long, only to lose it a few hours later. At the same time, I wasn’t fooling myself: if Lando hadn’t been going away it would never have happened anyway.

      The one pact we made before he left was that we wouldn’t message, and he was the one who broke that a few days later when he sent me his new mobile number. With a continent of hot surf babes and eco-warriors waiting to throw themselves at him, I decided to spare myself the pain of hearing about it. So I deleted him as a contact, and then threw away his number.

      And then seven months later, Nemmie arrived, and there was no more space for wistful thoughts or half-remembered heartache.

      When I eventually got hold of Sav, the word was that Lando had seized some great opportunity and would be remote and hard to reach for a long time. And then my own problems overtook me, and by the time I was coping better my priorities had changed.

      Salvador returned to Cornwall earlier than planned and went straight back to his empire building, while Lando carried on travelling. A while later Salvador mentioned he and Lando had had a disagreement, which explained why Lando, who had once been a permanent fixture at Climbing Rose Cottage, never came back.

      I wasn’t sure how reliable that information was, so for a while I was constantly looking over my shoulder. I can’t remember when I stopped worrying and accepted that he really wasn’t coming back.

      More years on, everything has shifted yet again. I’m being a better parent to Nemmie, so I have less to fear from Lando coming back.

      And now, here I am, walking up the cobbles to the wedding shop, my sodden skirt hitched up to my knees, trying to take it in that he’s finally turned up.

      Whatever happened in the past can’t be changed now. And so long as Lando leaves again and doesn’t come back, things might still be okay.

      My next challenge is facing Jess and sorting out the more immediate mess of this totalled dress.
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        Brides by the Sea, St Aidan, Cornwall

        Bad hair days and new brooms

        Saturday

      

      

      We rattle up the winding staircase to Tia’s flat tucked under the eaves above the wedding shop, and peel off our soaking dresses. An hour later I’m out of the shower, back in my jeans and sweatshirt, and bolstered by three cups of strong coffee and a plate of bakery pastries, I’m trying to put the meeting with Lando out of my head. We’ve taken the dresses along the mews to Iron Maidens cleaners for one of the save-the-day cleans they’re renowned for, and now we’re back in the downstairs bridal room.

      I must have been confident Lando wouldn’t be coming back into our lives, because I hadn’t revisited the scenario in my head for a while. A lot of things have changed since the time I decided I couldn’t risk Lando knowing anything about Nemmie. Nemmie herself is living proof that I’m not completely messing up as a parent, and I like to think that whatever happened to us in those awful early months, I haven’t let her down as badly since. But this is why I need Lando to leave and not come near again. We’re fine as we are, but for a long time we weren’t good at all; and I’d rather not have that put under scrutiny.

      It’s hard to imagine how fragile and awful things were once, when we’re as solid as we are now. Like a lot of people, I try to leave the bits I’m not proud of behind, and do the best I can moment by moment. But I’m always aware of how fragile life can be, and how the certainties we take for granted can come crashing down in seconds.

      Saturday is the busiest day at the shop, and Lily, who looks after the flowers and accessories in the basement, and Sera the dress designer (short for Seraphina), are already here preparing for a full day of bridal appointments, which Tia will join as soon as she’s fessed up about the dresses and flashed my footage to Jess.

      I’ve flopped into a velvet chair and I’m trying to count the crystals in the chandelier and not think about the price tags on the rails of wedding dresses. When I lean to check in the long mirror, my easy-care short hair is sticking up like a yard brush.

      I hear footsteps clattering on the scrubbed wooden boards, and as Jess and Tia come to a halt in front of the line of hanging wedding dresses, I pat my head.

      ‘Pixie cuts should be low maintenance, but I can’t do a thing with it!’

      Jess taps the toe of her loafer on the floor, and looks like she’s holding back a smile. ‘Harbour water isn’t the best conditioner. Tia assures me you won’t be dipping any more dresses in there after today.’

      I can’t believe she’s taking this so well. ‘No more wild excursions. I vow we’ll stick to the shop in future.’ My heart plummets, because I could be reading this wrong. ‘Assuming you let me in at all.’

      Jess starts counting off her fingers. ‘Firstly, I believe innovators should be rewarded not punished, and secondly, I’m old and wise enough not to let one damp dress cloud the bigger picture.’ She coughs. ‘I hear my nephew may have inadvertently contributed to the mishap?’

      My open mouth drops further. ‘You’re related to Lando Nancarrow?’

      Jess sniffs. ‘On my ex-husband’s side. If he’s like the rest of the family, he’ll be equal parts charmer and nightmare.’

      I shake my head. ‘He shouldn’t even have been in St Aidan; he and my brother argued and he promised he’d stay away.’ I sigh. ‘But no, I can’t blame it on Lando. This was all me.’

      Jess nods. ‘Honest as well as brave. I like that in my staff.’

      Tia catches my eye. ‘I may have mentioned you could be looking for extra hours, Maeve.’

      I’m cringing that my problems are so public. When I told Tia how tight money is at home with our whole family wading in to help Salvador, I was talking about finding new dogs to walk, which is what’s been keeping me going since the bingo hall closed. After ten years standing still, it’s a ridiculous time to start considering my career trajectory, but it’s as if seeing Lando just now has woken me up to how little progress I’ve made compared to everyone else.

      I have to be honest. ‘I did business at uni, but my only previous retail position was on the deck chair hut.’

      Jess laughs. ‘The time you’ve spent here with Tia, you’re hardly a novice. Given the exposure we’ve had from your clips, I should have put you on the payroll months ago.’

      Tia’s moved in beside me. ‘Maeve’s other trump card is that she’s free on Saturdays!’

      I mumble. ‘My nine-year-old does dance days at the village hall.’

      Tia’s beaming. ‘Other times Maeve and her mum cover each other’s childcare.’

      Jess’s smile widens. ‘We can be very flexible for the right person. Whatever time you can give us, we’ll take it. So that’s settled then!’

      I take a breath. ‘Thanks all the same, Jess, but where Tia is all about the detail, I settle for broad brush strokes. When Tia is meticulous, I go for wild approximation. And I’m not just rough and ready, I’m quite clumsy too.’ I hesitate, then tell it like it really is. ‘I’m not wedding shop material; I’ll be a total liability.’

      Jess’s frown lines deepen. ‘I’m not asking you to do any more than you’re doing now, Maeve. And it won’t be a job; we’ll call you an advisor.’ Her face brightens. ‘Forget the mishaps. Why not shoot me your ideas for what you’ve started today?’

      If the truth hasn’t put her off, there’s nothing to lose, so I dive in. ‘Wedding dresses in the wild take on a whole new level of surprise and excitement. I hoped we could film them all over town! In the bakers, on the beach, by the surf shop. If we showcase St Aidan then brides will see it’s the coolest place to come to buy the dresses and outfits for their weddings.’

      Tia flashes me a double thumbs up and Jess claps her hands. ‘Brilliant! That’s your brief for the summer. Take Brides by the Sea around the bay and bring in every bride in Cornwall. Start as soon as you like.’

      I’m biting my lip preparing to go for the biggie. ‘What about the dress damage?’

      Jess raises an eyebrow. ‘All the dresses are samples. Tia knows how to select from our less valuable rails without compromising the pictures.’

      I’m still waiting for words to come when I hear the clatter of the shop door opening. Jess looks through to the hallway and claps her hands again.

      ‘Lando, come in! We were just talking about your harbour splash.’

      He grins. ‘In the confusion, Maevey left some of her equipment on the pontoons.’

      I jump to my feet and grab the speaker he’s waving. I’m kicking myself for leaving it. ‘After your outburst earlier, I thought you might have dumped it in the sea.’

      He gives me a wounded look. ‘That’s a bit harsh.’

      Jess is beaming. ‘I sense you have a lot of making up to do here, Lando.’ Her eyebrows arch. ‘If you come and feature in Maeve’s next shoot for the shop, that will go some way to atoning.’

      Lando’s opening and closing his mouth.

      Jess carries on. ‘I take it you’re staying locally?’

      I stop marvelling that he’s lost for words, and strain to hear his answer.

      He finds his voice. ‘Only for one night. I was dropping off a boat for an earth-friendly refit.’

      Jess stares at him. ‘Meaning?’

      ‘The yard uses recycled teak and avoids toxic glues.’

      Jess snorts. ‘I’m querying your personal availability and whereabouts, Lando, not marine specifications.’

      He bites back a smile. ‘I’ll be in the county for the duration of the job.’

      Jess’s beam widens. ‘In which case, give Maeve your mobile number and she can let you know when she needs you.’

      Lando frowns. ‘So Maeve works here too?’

      Jess nods. ‘She’s our newly appointed fun consultant.’

      Lando grins. ‘Great title. I can’t think of a better woman for the job.’

      Tia’s frowning. ‘We only ever film dresses, so where exactly does Lando fit in?’

      Jess tilts her head on one side. ‘If we’re changing up by moving into town, why not throw a groom into the mix too?’

      Tia considers. ‘Great. Except it might get confusing, if I ever get to add my real-bride pictures with Thom.’

      Jess tilts her head. ‘Has Thom accepted Poppy’s offer to use the farmhouse at Daisy Bank Farm for your wedding?’ This is breaking news, and sounds so good they need to seize it.

      Tia pulls a face. ‘I have no idea why Thom hasn’t bitten Poppy’s hand off, but he’s still considering.’

      Jess brushes an invisible mark off her pinstripe trousers. ‘Sorry, Tia, it wasn’t you and Thom I was thinking of. I meant Lando and Maeve! Even across the room they’re screaming “match made in heaven”.’ She must take in that every bit of blood has drained from my face, because she carries on. ‘Your colouring and height are complementary, Maeve; you’re both photogenic. Try it once, and if it doesn’t work, we’ll move on.’

      Tia pulls a ‘what the eff?’ face at me, then beams round the room. ‘In which case, all we need now is to swap our details.’

      Lando blinks, and when she hands him her phone, I give a silent phew it’s not mine, then allow myself a smile. Lando’s usually the one giving the orders. The novelty of seeing him as bemused as I am is my one comfort in this whole unfolding shitstorm of a morning.

      Tia hands the phone to me. ‘Here you go, Maevey Waves.’ She takes in my confusion. ‘I had it to show Jess the footage.’

      ‘Of course you did.’ I steady my breath. It’s eleven small digits. There’s no reason for me to feel like a noose is tightening round my neck. I force myself to look straight at Lando and smile. ‘You’ll be hearing from us very soon.’

      There’s a sardonic tone to his laugh as he strides towards the door. ‘Don’t wait ten years this time.’

      Then he gives a wave, and the ting of the bell tells us he’s back out on the street.

      I look at Jess and Tia. ‘I’d better run too.’

      Tia squeezes me into a hug then opens the door for me. ‘We’ll start you in the shop next week. In the meantime, you’ve got plenty to play with on your phone.’

      Out in the mews the seagulls are wheeling overhead, and the salty tang of the air wakes me up all over again. As I jump down the back alley steps to the safety of Climbing Rose Cottage, I have no idea how the hell I’m going to handle any of this.
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        Nomads, rescues and long washing lines

        Saturday

      

      

      It takes me ten seconds to decide: if I get in first and spread news of the mishap myself, I get to control the narrative. As soon as I’m home I hug my large white furry dog, Angel, who launches himself across the room at me, and once he’s licked my ears we head out to the terrace above the back of the house where Mum is pegging out the washing.

      She looks up from the pillowcase she’s shaking out. ‘How did you get on down at the harbour?’

      I laugh. ‘Normal for me. I tripped over a petrol can and fell in.’

      ‘In the wedding dress?’ My mum’s peg stops in mid-air. ‘I know you’re accident-prone, but even for you, that’s a lot.’

      I nod. ‘I soaked Tia’s too. We dropped them in at Iron Maidens; they’re hopeful they can save them.’ I brace myself for the next bit. ‘That wasn’t the worst of it. Lando Nancarrow appeared and jumped in to save me.’ Hopefully that’s flagged up that he was there while playing down that we actually spoke.

      Mum’s eyes open wide. ‘What does he want in St Aidan?’

      I cut straight to her main concern. ‘He’s only here briefly. I seriously doubt he’ll bother Salvador.’

      ‘Let’s hope not.’ Mum’s shoulders drop. ‘Lando hasn’t changed; he’d always leap to your rescue. After so long away, he probably forgot how well you swim.’ She looks at her watch. ‘I’ll pop in and see Dawn later and check on the dress.’

      It’s a relief she’s moved on from Lando’s presence so quickly. It’s also a relief she doesn’t have any idea about the wider significance of him turning up. Even when Nemmie arrived, I could never bear to admit to Mum that Lando and I had spent the night together. I hate telling lies, but I let her think I’d had a slip-up at a party and she never pressed me on it.

      People find it hard to believe that it’s possible to be seven months pregnant and have no idea; that the first you know about it is when you go into labour and have the baby. Since Nemmie was born, I’ve seen other women telling stories of the same thing, and they all agreed they had no clue because the usual symptoms simply weren’t there; it’s actually a recognised medical condition. My periods had always been irregular, and though I’d gained a bit of weight, I’d put that down to being back home.

      When I had tummy cramps all through my evening shift at the bingo hall, I put it down to rushing my tea. As they got worse, I thought about gallstones. I was lucky that my manager saw me doubled up by my car at the end of the night and drove me to the hospital a few streets away. I rang Mum to tell her I was getting checked out, and Paul took charge at home so she could come to be by my side.

      I was on an ultrasound bed having jelly spread on my stomach when Mum arrived. She dabbed my forehead with a tissue, clutched my hand, took one look at the screen, and murmured, ‘Thank goodness it’s not appendicitis. There’s always room for another baby, Maevey.’

      Awful as it sounds, with the waves of agony sweeping my body, I didn’t fully take it in. All I wanted was for the pain to end, but that only happened hours later when they decided the baby was in distress and I was wheeled into an operating theatre for an emergency C-section.

      Somewhere in the fog of the next few days I was alert enough to feel distraught. Of all the people this could have happened with, I was mortified it was Lando. He was so out of my league, he might as well have been in a different universe, and the entire village knew that as well as I did.

      Deep down I feel very guilty that he doesn’t know about Nemmie, because I like to think I have integrity, but there are good reasons why he still doesn’t know. And whatever crazy and misplaced feelings I had for him years ago, I’m desperately hoping they will have disappeared now I’m a proper adult.

      I smile at Mum as she unfolds a damp sock. ‘Lucky for me you have a bestie at the cleaners.’

      She laughs. ‘I have besties in most places. It’s the upside of never having lived anywhere else.’

      It’s funny. You assume parents will always stay the same, and my whole life Mum’s been there for me, with her wonderful mix of warmth and reliability, completely unflappable, and utterly content with her lot. But the last few weeks she’s faltered and gone rogue. I’ve noticed her questioning certainties, and at times it’s as if she’s lost all confidence in who she is.

      She’s also taken to following an unhealthy number of camper van travellers posting on Insta, and I constantly have to tell her that we’re not missing out being where we are. I look out over the rooftops now, to the shimmering blue ocean streaked with white waves beyond, then back at Angel’s wagging tail bumping my legs, and wonder how Mum could possibly think this wasn’t enough.

      I step in to reassure her. ‘So long as you don’t mind our West Country burr, there’s nothing wrong with being Cornish through and through.’ I search for more. ‘Even Devon really wasn’t all that great as a place to live. I soon came back again, didn’t I?’

      Tia and I spent three years at uni in Plymouth, which was only possible because her aunt had a holiday let and gave us rock bottom rates.

      I go again. ‘And the kids won’t be young forever; there will be plenty of time for you and Paul to embrace van life once they grow up.’

      Mum marrying the man next door made her something of a local legend. He’d popped round to change a fuse one day when we were all younger and never went home again. It’s meant they’ve had plenty of room to expand, which is good with so many of us living here.

      She picks a pair of jeans from the huge basket of wet clothes. ‘You’re probably right, Maeve. The world will still be waiting when my bottomless laundry basket is finally empty.’

      Mum, Paul and I share out the chores between us, each taking responsibility for the area we enjoy most. Mum’s always revelled in a home that’s bursting at the seams, which is a good thing as she and Paul have my half-siblings, Dale and Zara, who are eleven and eight, as well as a revolving door of wonderful foster kids. I completely relied on her when Nemmie arrived and I went to pieces for a while, but I can’t help feeling that Nemmie and I being here might be pushing things now.

      I frown. ‘It might be time Nemmie and I found somewhere of our own.’

      She jumps straight in. ‘Absolutely not! Whatever gave you that idea?’

      I purse my lips as I think how else to help. ‘Would you like to swap laundry for meals?’

      She lets out a laugh. ‘No one would stand for that!’ She wrinkles her nose. ‘Don’t mind me, Maevey. This trouble with Sav has knocked me right off my game, that’s all.’

      I hate how much worry Salvador is causing her, but I’m still hopeful that he’ll be able to sort himself out. We’ve all pitched in to help him when he’s asked us, and without that ridiculous car his outgoings must be smaller.

      I go over and pull Mum into a hug. ‘We’ll get through it. How about I make my pizza specials for tea, with something delectably chocolate-y for afters?’

      She steps back and looks up at me. ‘Melt-in-the-middle chocolate puddings?’

      I nod. ‘With chocolate sauce and whipped cream?’

      She smiles. ‘I’ll look forward to that.’

      Angel and I make our way back down to the house, and I’m very aware that for thirty years I’ve taken the security of home for granted. Now it feels weirdly wobbly, and I don’t know what to do to get it back.
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        Papering over the cracks

        Saturday

      

      

      When Tia rings me late on Saturday afternoon, I’m kneading pizza dough. She says it’s for a quick catch-up, but I know it’s to check that I’m still on board with Jess’s new job.

      ‘Promise me you’ll get in touch with our model groom and lock in a sunny day for next week?’ she asks.

      ‘Leave it with me.’ I end the call and go back to my dough.

      Lando suddenly cropping up in St Aidan is spinning me back to the past in the worst way, because for the first few years of Nemmie’s life, the fear of him returning was like a spectre hanging over me. Some women have contented babies and find motherhood easy; for me it was anything but. As a newborn, Nemmie cried around the clock, struggled to feed and put on weight, and once she did feed she had reflux. For the first year of her life, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was failing Nemmie at every turn because I wasn’t able to cope.

      As my despair plunged to depths I hadn’t thought possible, I became very aware of how this would look to Lando if he came back – how he’d be completely justified in thinking he could do a better job himself. Faced with the backing of his big-shot family, I’d be too weak to stand up to him, and if it came to court, I wouldn’t have a leg to stand on.

      The worry was real enough to cripple me at the time, and it took years of me learning to manage better to fully leave it behind, which is why those memories are still clear enough to make me shiver even now.

      I’m always telling Nemmie that the best way to conquer her fears is to face them head-on, and this time I need to take my own advice. No doubt I could put off the shoot with Lando, but do I really want it hanging over me making me feel more of a wimp every day? I’d rather storm the demon head-on, put this hour of filming behind me, and get on with the rest of my life. If luck is with me and we get something on the first take it might even be shorter.

      I take a deep breath and tell myself not to overthink it. My thumbs are over the keys and I’m about to tap when Nemmie calls from the sofa.

      ‘Are you cross because you fell in the water, Mum?’

      I’m taken aback. ‘Why would you think that? I love an early morning dip in the sea, especially when it’s spontaneous and entirely unexpected.’

      Nemmie wrinkles her nose. ‘Even in a wedding gown?’

      I laugh. ‘It’s only like the “swimming in pyjamas” you do for your water skills badges.’

      Mum cuts in. ‘Dawn says the dress has come out beautifully.’ There’s a second of hesitation. ‘It’s all around the village. They were asking after Lando too… Had he changed? Did he look well?’

      I resist my flinch at hearing his name, ignore that this is taking ‘asking for a friend’ to new lengths, and say it how it was. ‘He looked wet. Otherwise much the same.’ I give a shrug and bring out a line I know will take the heat off me. ‘He was on a boat with a woman.’

      ‘Really?!’ Mum’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘Anyone we know?’

      I sniff. ‘No one I recognised. Ten years on, that’s unsurprising.’

      Nemmie turns on me. ‘You’ve got your sad face on again now, Mum! Seriously, what’s wrong?’

      I kick myself for being so transparent, and beam at her instead. ‘Is that better? It’s chocolate pudding for dinner, so we should all be happy after that.’

      Nemmie, Dale and Zara are already at my elbow. ‘Can we lick the bowl out? Can we crack the eggs?’

      I guide them back towards the sofa. ‘Sit back down. We’ll do the pizza toppings first and then I’ll call you when the dough is ready to roll out.’

      I step over Angel, who is lying fast asleep as close to my feet as he could get, and slide onto a bar stool behind the kitchen island. Once the singalong restarts on the sofa, I bring out my phone again.
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