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To all the fellow women out there, PCOS warriors

&

to everyone who makes the world a better place, one kind act at a time and never, ever give up




To You

If I was writing this letter under better circumstances, I could have written a much better opening. I’m sitting here on my bunk trying to think of what to say. I don’t even know what to call you. I know we have to be careful. If I could, I would say your name over and over for the rest of my life. How lucky people who see you every day are, for they get to say it willy-nilly.

For you, nothing seems appropriate, or enough, so I decided that You will have to do. My You. My one and only You.

I have the shell you pressed into my hand that night, and I haven’t stopped looking at it. It smells of you, of home, and it makes me feel like my recurring nightmare was just that, and that my real life is still there, at Shady Pines with you.

How long do we have left, till the letters have to stop? I fear the day, yet I know it must come. You must live your life, and I should at least try to start mine. Even with the huge You-shaped hole in my soul. Don’t tell me, not till you have to. While you’re free, let’s pretend, just you and Me.

G




Chapter 1

April Statham sat as close to the steering wheel as she could get, nudging herself and her clapped-out brown Ford Escort along the road, turning slowly into the entrance to the chalet park. Unfortunately, a few seconds earlier, a horse rider had passed, and now his steed was going to the toilet in the middle of the road, leaving a huge steaming pile of horse plop right in the entranceway. April wasn’t really one to believe in signs, but this was kind of hard to miss.

‘Er …’ She wound her window down. ‘Excuse me?’ The horse, and the rider, a thin man whose long features mirrored that of his thoroughbred, dipped their heads to look at her. ‘Could you possibly move your horse? I need to pass.’

The horse snorted loudly. Or was it the rider? Both parties looked equally nonplussed, but the man nodded once and the horse trotted away, leaving his … offerings. April turned the car into the lane, avoiding the pile, and headed for the large wooden hut marked ‘Reception’.

‘Bloody great pile of steaming poo in the entrance, great advert for the place,’ she muttered under her breath, her eyes flicking down to her petrol gauge, which was pointed straight at zero. Past zero, truth be told. She could feel the change in the engine, the car chugging along on petrol fumes. She pulled into the space marked ‘Management’ in between the reception hut and a small chalet. She yanked up the handbrake and turned the key in the ignition to off. She could swear that her car breathed a sigh of relief as the engine cut out. They had made it, her and her little car, all the way from Yorkshire to the tip of the Cornish coast. She sat back in her seat, her limbs and back stiff and wizened, as though she had been tied in a knot somewhere along the A38 and had driven bunched up like a pretzel ever since.

She was just easing the knots out of her neck when a sharp tap on her window made her jump. A woman stood there, her face pinched up tight, her dark hair tied into curling rollers on her head. She was wearing a pink dressing gown and dark green wellies, and looked more than a little crazy, even at 8 a.m. on a Monday morning. April wound her window down wearily, plastering a patient smile on her face.

‘Are you lost?’ the woman said pointedly, looking from inside the car to the boxes and suitcases strapped to a roof rack that April had nabbed from a Freecycle site. Her suitcases came from there too, with her not wanting to take the monogrammed luggage set she had been given as a wedding present. His and hers. She’d left it next to Duncan’s in the detached garage. Camped out in her late mother’s house. They’d looked so pathetic sitting there together, never to be used again, as they once were on honeymoon, and on their exotic holidays and horrifying business trips he’d dragged her along on.

‘No,’ said April. Yes, I am a bit. I think I’ve made a big mistake. ‘I’m not lost.’

The woman looked again at the worldly belongings strapped to the roof and sighed, a small unsympathetic sigh that made April feel about an inch tall.

‘Well—’ the woman raised her eyebrows again ‘—you look lost. Can I call someone for you? We’re expecting the hotshot new owner at some point today.’

‘I’m the new owner,’ April tried, her voice a faint whisper. ‘I own this place.’

The woman, having caught the gist now, looked at her with wide eyes.

‘You?’ She leaned into the car window, her head floating there like a balloon. ‘You—’ punctuated by a jab of the finger in her direction ‘—actually bought this place?’

April nodded slowly. The woman began to laugh.

‘Pull the other one, love, it’s got bells on.’ She guffawed, her face looming in April’s window like an animal in a safari park now. A camel sprang to mind. Something that could spit at you from ten paces if it saw fit. Yanking her head back out, the woman tapped twice on the top of April’s car and carried on her way, disappearing as quickly as she had appeared.

April was suddenly alone again, wondering what the hell she had gotten herself into. Hotshot new owner? What had the camel … er … the woman heard? April didn’t want to ruffle any feathers here before she had even unpacked so much as a solitary toilet roll. Why did she think April was a hotshot? Oh God. She’d said ‘we’. ‘We have been waiting for the new owner.’ Who were ‘we’? The woman had obviously found her lacking, and once more, April’s eyes turned to her phone, sitting there innocently in her handbag. It looked so normal, but April felt as though the damn thing was a ticking time bomb waiting to explode on her frazzled brain with an influx of messages. Posts on social media of ‘you okay, hon?’ People commenting on her life, strangers and people who didn’t know her well at all. Not the real her, and nothing like the post-divorce her. Emails from old acquaintances. Purchase reminders for occasions she didn’t need to be reminded of at all. Ever. It would all be in there, lurking.

It had been bad enough already, without her sudden departure from everything and everyone. Divorce was a great vehicle for gossip, her mum had told her. Boy, was she right, as ever. April had turned all her notifications off. If she didn’t need to use the damn thing to navigate, she would probably have pitched it into the nearest and deepest river she could find.

Soon, news of her escape would spread around her hometown, and the gossip would start again. She couldn’t have kids, you know. Tried for years, they did. Broke them apart. Still, his new girlfriend seems lovely. Child-bearing hips, that one. Shame about April, though. She never did quite fit in. They chatted on social media as if they were in the hairdresser’s or in the Post Office queue. What was it that Gran used to tell me? Oh yeah. Loose lips sink ships. No wonder I feel like a crap second-hand dinghy with a Hello Kitty plaster holding in my deflated soul.

They’d be feasting soon, beaks sharply stuck in everyone else’s business. Just like the buzzards to return to a carcass in the hope they’d missed a piece of flesh, a strip of soft underbelly to rip from the bones of her failed life. She had failed as a wife, as a—

April stopped that train of thought by grabbing her phone and jabbing the off button hard, till the screen powered down. She didn’t need her map app now, so why would she leave it on to tick away like a telltale heart? She felt instantly better. She was gone, out of their reach. She’d rather thought that being ‘off grid’ would make her feel a tad edgy or a bit hippyish, but instead, she just felt relief. Bone-deep relief. Un-contactable. Freeeeeee! Relief that she wouldn’t have to endure their pitying stares and sympathetic nods, complete with the ‘little rub’. People thought that rubbing your arm or your shoulder was comforting, but it was just a bit too condescending for April. She hated it more than anything. She felt like a simpleton half the time after they had descended on her. What a joy life could be After Duncan. AD. Life after husband.

Zipping up her oversized handbag, she looked once more out of the window at the corner of the world she would now call home. It looked a little like how she felt: neglected, empty, peeling at the corners. Muted against the blue of the sky above. She pulled herself out of the car, her bones popping and cracking as her body unfurled itself. She could feel the shale beneath her feet, her black and white sneakers crunching as she looked around her. The Shady Pines Chalet Park was perched on a beautiful strip of land near Lizard Point, Kynance Cove a short distance away. From the park, April knew from memory that there was a direct walkway to the beach area, for the use of her guests. It had been there for many years and was one of the biggest selling points to her, the thought of waking up and having her toes in the water to start her day right.

Stretching her legs, she walked slowly to the reception hut, brand-new keys in hand. She’d picked them up from a key safe at the estate agent’s that morning, and now here she was, about to start her new life. Taking a gulp of the sharp sea air deep into her lungs, she unlocked the door. The key slotted into the metal housing like a glove. There was a slight resistance, salt in the old locks making the mechanisms stick, but then she felt it turn, and the lock click open. It was times like this, right now, that April felt like she had done something right, for once. She’d done this; she was here. It was all hers, a new life for the taking. If she hadn’t sworn off social media, she would have snapped a photo of the moment for Instagram with a witty hashtag like #divorcerules or #suckonthatduncanyouutterwan—

Maybe not. Not like she threw herself a divorce party, was it? She’d spent half the day crying, the rest feeling completely out of her depth. She obviously wasn’t feeling #blessed quite yet, but she could fake it for now. This was her new life; it was time to get cracking. Pushing open the door, she took a step forward … and hit the deck with a very loud and dusty bang.

‘Ouch! Broken boobs!’ April shouted, or tried to shout. Since her face was smushed into the now broken wooden door, it came out as a muffled humming sound. Prising her lips off the peeling paint, she pushed herself up on her arms and inspected the damage. The whole door had collapsed, the hinges still attached to the door beneath her. Standing, she inspected the wooden frames and saw that the wood was old, brittle to the touch. It crumbled to dust and fell through her fingers.

‘Great,’ she grumbled under her breath. ‘Better find a carpenter pretty sharpish, before the rest of my life turns into the bottom of a rabbit hutch.’ She heaved up the door, resting it on her face at one point to get a better handle on the heavy wood. Placing it to one side of the room with a loud bang, she looked at the dust on her plain black T-shirt and old blue jeans and sighed. She brushed herself down, gingerly around the already bruising chest area.

‘Well,’ she said to the room, looking around. ‘Cheers for the excellent welcome, new home. Be careful, or I will use the last of my money to have a wood chipper party, right here.’ She pointed her finger to the centre of the floor and braced herself, but the ceiling didn’t fall in. Phew.

The reception hut was deceptively large, a square room with a desk off to the left-hand side, complete with a counter in the same faded white-painted wood as the rest of the place. Off to the right, against the wall, were rows of shelving, all empty and filled with dust. The floor was the same white wood, giving the whole room a cube-like effect, and making April feel a bit hemmed in for a second.

There were windows behind the desk on the left, and on the back wall opposite the door was a large set of glass-panelled doors, leading out to a grassed area out of the back. The chalet park ran on the green grass like a horseshoe, twenty blue-and-white trimmed identical chalets, all with their own porches and back patio areas for dining out and sunbathing. Where the ends of the horseshoe met, on the left was the sign indicating the park, with a rack that must have once been used for bicycles alongside it. It was metal and had been painted cream at one point, with pretty shell details around the lettering. Currently, it looked a little worse for wear, the paint peeling and rust-coloured. There was a lone rubber tyre and a dented shopping basket using the facilities, and the sign was tilted to one side, looking as though it was hanging on with the one rusty protruding nail that was still attached. To the right of this was the reception, and on the other side of this, her chalet. It matched the others and looked just as dilapidated. Through the dusty doors, she could see the blue sky and the grass expanse beneath, leading off to the track to the beach. The beach where her mother had taken her, that first night here all that time ago.

It had nearly been dark, the sun setting slowly on their first long day in Cornwall. April had been tired. She remembered how cloudy her head had felt, how she’d moaned when her mother wanted them to see the sunset together.

‘When are we going home?’ She could hear her little voice now, remembered how her mother ignored her at first. Her back to her, facing the fading sun, head tilted up like a flower head. Her mother’s fists clenched when she asked again, her voice whinier, higher. It sounded at odds to the crashing of the waves, the laugh-like call of the birds ahead.

The clenched fists were only there a second, but April thought of her father and shrank back. Her mother turned, but her face was kind.

‘April, come here, petal.’ April went to her mother, and she turned them back to face the chalet park. Other families were in the chalets, or out on their patios. Playing cards, having a glass of wine. Laughing as the kids played. They passed them on the way to the shore, and the happy noises of life filtered down to the beach.

Hands on her daughter’s shoulders behind her, her mother spoke. Her voice sounded different. Louder, somehow.

‘You hear that?’ she asked, gentler now.

‘The sea?’

‘The people, April. You hear the people up there?’

April looked past the dunes, where the lights from the park could be seen. She could hear the sounds of people talking, laughing, kids screeching with joy as they played and ran about.

‘Yes,’ she said, her mouth curving into a smile.

‘That’s what life is supposed to be like, April. I want you to look around you, my girl, soak it in. I want this for you, all of this. We’re not going home, April. It’s just going to be me and you from now on, and we’ll be just fine.’ Her mother squeezed her shoulders, a loving gesture that warmed April through as the words washed over her like the waves behind her. ‘This is our second chance hotel, sweetheart. New life starts right here.’

***

April’s feet were moving, heading for the glass doors, key in hand, before she even registered the urge overtaking her body. This was what had been keeping her going, thinking of seeing that beach. Feeling the wind whip her shoulder-length brunette hair around her face, walking barefoot along the sand. She loved the beach, and always had – she thought back to the long summers she had enjoyed growing up. Crabbing off the docks, swimming in the clear blue waters, curling up with a fire and a hot chocolate on a dark night. After that summer at Shady Pines, the two of them had visited every beach they could find. She envied the child she had been, all innocent and full of hope. What did she have now? Besides wood rot, of course?

This, that’s what.

As she pushed on the doors, they resisted at first, stuck fast with dirt and grime, but then she gave them a shove and she was outside, half running across the grass as she shoved her keys into her bra and picked up the pace. Walking out of those doors felt like stepping out onto the moon’s surface. The grass led to a path cut out of the rocks and wild tufts, the thick carpet of green blades giving way to sandy dunes the closer she got. She kicked her shoes off, not giving a toss where they landed, and once her bare feet hit the wet sandy beach, she whooped with delight.

‘I’m here, Shady Pines!’ she yelled, her jean bottoms getting flicked with the sand she was casting off in her run to the sea. ‘I’m really here!’

The sharp shock of the cold water took her breath away momentarily, and she squealed to herself. After a few gentle steps, she felt her whole body sigh with the pleasure of the sensations. This was her favourite place, by the sea. She loved it, had always loved it, and once more she found herself marvelling at the journey she had just undertaken. A year ago, she would have laughed in the face of anyone who told her the story. It would have seemed so unbelievable, so daring. Like a lifestyle piece in the magazines she used to read, once upon a time. Before they seemed to mock her, show her what she was missing. When your life didn’t follow the usual expected path, where did that leave a modern woman? The knackers yard? Spinsterhood? She wasn’t ready to start knitting a straitjacket just yet, thank you very much. She still felt twenty-one most days.

Not today though. Today she felt about eight years old, holding her mother’s hand while she paddled in the sea, tiny toes wrinkling in the water. She felt brilliant. Right now, standing there in the sea, her old life miles away and out of reach, she felt amazing. This was day one of her new life. Peeling paint and broken doors be damned. Duncan seemed like a bad dream right now. Hoping the feeling would last once reality set in, she smiled to herself, turning to walk further along the shoreline, to leave her footprints in the sand, and make her own mark.




Chapter 2

Cillian O’Leary followed the sticky blobs of raspberry jam as they led a trail from the worn lino of the kitchen to the scuffed wooden floor of the lounge. He was spraying and wiping away the globules as he went, moving from the floor to the doorframe, where red seeded fingerprints were stuck to the white-painted wood. A cartoon pig was jumping into a puddle on the television in the corner, and a pair of bush baby green eyes followed the movements on screen.

‘Orla,’ he said softly, causing her brown wispy head to turn into his direction. ‘Daddy can make your toast, poppet. I told you, I’m here to look after you.’ His daughter regarded him as she often did these days, with a blank, open expression that made his heart break. He looked at the slice of toast, half eaten on the plate, buttered better than any girl her age should be able to achieve.

Orla’s eyes were already back on the screen, watching the pink, animated animals live their perfect, happy lives. What a crock we teach our children growing up. White picket fence, smiling parents, happy children, perfect homes. Baddies wear black, and the good guys wear white and always win, no matter what. White hat or black hat. Right or wrong. Good or bad. In Cillian’s world, the grey areas had overlapped, encircling him in a storm that he couldn’t see through, let alone get out of. Except, he did get out of it. They just needed that next step now, that little lifeline. Something to break them out of this rut and get them moving again.

He put the dirty cloth straight into the washing machine and flicked on the kettle, flicking it off a second later once he realised that the coffee jar was empty. He didn’t get paid till Friday, and he was staring down the barrel of a full five days with the tenner and change he had in his wallet. Thank God he had diesel at least for his van. He could still take Orla to school nursery and pick her up after. At least there she would get snacks of fresh fruit, and a hot lunch. By the weekend, he would have money to feed and clothe her, at least until Monday rolled around again.

He only got paid from the agency, and with the benefits taking time to transfer to him, he was struggling more than he ever had without the sole care of a child to consider. The sting of having to ask for help wasn’t nice either. He’d always been lucky enough to be in work before, well and able to provide for himself. Once more, he thought of Tina and silently cursed her for not being there. Judging by her social media update, she was doing just fine. Back in her old job, picking up her old pre-family life. Erasing it completely for the most part. Hard to believe they’d lived in the same place, but were strangers now. Bully for you, Tina. Hope you are enjoying yourself there, without a care in the world.

Of course, that was always the problem. She never wanted the whole domestic life, not really. She’d told him enough times. The problem with people was, they heard what they wanted to hear sometimes, no matter what’s actually said. It was up to him now, to move on too. Once the pit of what felt like battery acid stopped swirling in his stomach. He needed to let go, but the anger was all he had to fuel him right now. That, and sodding Peppa Pig.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he fumbled for it, desperate to answer it before it rang off. They often rang on withheld numbers from the employment agencies he was registered with, which wasn’t exactly helpful if you needed to call them back. Not that he could, given his lack of phone credit. The money he had left was in case of emergencies only, for ringing the school, the social workers.

‘Hello?’

***

Thirty minutes later, and he was pulling his van up outside Martha’s place. A light sheen of sweat sticking his clothing to his back, he squirmed in his seat and looked around at the park. He could see no signs of life, and other than the tatty car with all its baggage, nothing looked any different. Walking around the other side to the reception hut, he saw the broken door that Martha had called him about. Inspecting the hinges, he felt relieved that there was no sign of forced entry. The lock was intact, not smashed off. No tool marks. Whoever had come through the doors had a key.

Grateful that Orla was at nursery, he stepped over the threshold, noticing that the patio doors at the back were wide open. Other than the door, there wasn’t any damage. The place was empty, and he shook his head. The old manager really had stripped the place. Whoever was taking over had their work cut out. He was just heading back out of the door to inspect the car when he spotted movement out of the patio doors. He backed up against the wall and shimmied along as quickly and quietly as he could, listening for the footsteps getting closer and closer. There were no voices, no communication. Was it just one person? They didn’t seem to be in a rush.

He looked around him on the dusty floor for some sort of weapon, but other than dust bunnies and junk mail piles, he was out of luck. Someone was coming in, right now. He pushed himself flat against the wall, his whole body coiled behind the patio doors. The footsteps got closer and louder, and then a leg came through the door. WHAM!

Cillian wasted no time at all, springing on the intruder in a flying frog-like leap, just as a mature woman wearing a murderous expression and what looked like a butcher’s apron came running through the front doors whooping at the top of her lungs with a large cricket bat clasped in her raised arms.

‘Martha, run!’ Cillian shouted at the bat brandisher, his leap descending till he collided with the shape, knocking them both to the ground and hearing the person beneath him grunt loudly in pain. Martha ran all right, but not to the door. She sprinted over to the counter nearby, and bringing the wooden bat down hard on the surface, she screamed, ‘Eat dirt, pussbag! I’ve called the rozzers!’

‘Get off!’ a voice screamed, and Cillian and Martha both whirled around, looking for the source.

‘It’s me, down here! Can you get off me? Your knee is jammed in my ribs!’ A female voice. A rather startled female voice.

Cillian looked down and saw an irate brunette staring back up at him. A brunette with huge brown eyes, that were now glaring at him in shock. She was blinking rapidly, and he was just admiring how long her lashes were, when he realised she was trying with all her might to shove him off her.

‘Oh sh— sorry!’ He scrabbled to his feet, or tried to, but they were a tangle of clothes and limbs, and it took a second or two to get separated from each other. He caught a flash of pale midriff as her top rode up, and he shook away the distraction from his thoughts. Dark lashes, hot body. Nice one, Cill, first sniff of a woman in months and you slam her to the floor like a prop forward. Finally managing to stand, he held out his hand to her. Lying there on the floor, her hair windswept and clothes thick with dust, Cillian thought her the cutest burglar he had ever seen. She eyed him, but finally pursed her lips and put her hand in his.

‘We thought you were an intruder,’ he said by way of explanation, his Irish tones fuelling the echoes in the room. It also amplified her indignant huff back at him.

‘So you thought you’d crush me to death?’ The woman was rubbing her ribcage, and Cillian felt a pang of guilt. Maybe he had overreacted, but Martha had been so sure that there was trouble.

‘Who are you, anyway?’ Martha asked the woman now, bat still firmly gripped in her charcoal-streaked hands. The two women locked eyes, sizing each other up. Cillian watched them both, waiting for the first strike to come. It would kick off in three, two—

‘Hello, I’m sorry I startled you earlier.’ It seemed the cute burglar had other ideas. ‘I’m April Statham.’ She held out a hand out, but it was to Cillian. He went to shake it, tactfully brushing off the spider web that was hanging from her fingertips. She blushed, and Cillian felt a faint bloom of warmth in his chest. She met his eyes before she spoke again. ‘I’m the new owner.’

Yes! a little voice inside his head said. Cillian opened his mouth to welcome her, maybe even ask her what the plans for the place were, but Martha was in like Flynn with her questioning.

‘Yooouuuu?’ She dragged the word out as her voice got higher and higher. By the end, dogs were heard barking outside. ‘You bought this place? Just you?’ April nodded patiently, looking from one to the other with a tight expression plastered across her features. ‘With what, brass buttons?’

‘I don’t really think that this is any of your business to be honest, but—’

‘Well, whose business is it then? As a resident, I have rights, I’ll have you know! It’s not right, picking on a vulnerable woman alone!’ Cillian and April both looked at her, not a drop of sweat dripping from her brow, her clothing and hair still immaculate, apron streaked with what Cillian could now see was paint, in different shades of pinks and reds. She looked a little like Leatherface, still swinging the hefty bat in her hands. In comparison, looking at dusty, dishevelled April and her rather haunted expression, Cillian was pretty sure it wasn’t going to end well.

‘Resident?’ April echoed, looking bewildered. ‘Resident of what?’

Cillian heard the gulp of air Martha took in, and he intervened before she got back into full flow.

‘Er yes, a resident. The old manager had an arrangement with Martha. She lives here year-round, rents chalet 1, across the way.’ He pointed in the vague area of Martha’s chalet, not trusting the women enough to take his eyes off them. ‘I thought you would have known that.’

April sighed heavily. ‘No, I didn’t, but it’s not the first time I’ve been duped. So do you have a rent book?’

Martha’s eyes narrowed to tiny slits. ‘Yes, of course I have, and I pay in advance. Will that be a problem?’

April brushed her hair back from her face, and Cillian noticed that she had a spider crawling down her elbow. He leaned in a little, brushing it off with his arm. April jolted at the side of him, but didn’t move. She was still looking at Martha.

‘That’s fine,’ she said eventually. ‘I can sort out the paperwork and everything once I’m settled in.’ Looking around her at the derelict office, which didn’t have a scrap of paper, let alone a phone or a computer, her words tailed off. ‘It might er … take me a minute.’

Martha made a high-pitched ‘huh’ sound in her throat.

‘Thank you for coming, Cillian, I do appreciate it. Miss Statham? It is miss, isn’t it?’

April thought for a moment, before nodding. Cillian found himself releasing the breath he was holding captive in his lungs. He thought for a second his face had been injured in the kerfuffle, but then he realised he was grinning. He dropped his face back down into neutral before anyone noticed.

‘Miss Statham, I shall be ready with my rent book whenever you want to call on me.’ She went to leave, but paused as she eyed the broken front door. ‘If you are truly the owner, I would recommend hiring young Cillian here. He worked here before the old manager Tim ground the place down. He knows his way around.’ She looked around her, and Cillian noticed the way her whole body sagged as though defeated somehow. ‘It would be something to see this place nice again.’ She was nearly out of the room, when she turned. ‘Don’t forget, Cillian, this isn’t just any live-in position. You deserve to be paid well too. I shall be checking, Miss Statham.’ Giving Cillian a sideways look, she left. The two of them were left alone and Cillian felt obliged to fill the silence.

‘I’m sorry about the misunderstanding, I really am. Martha called, told me that there was an intruder.’ Nothing. April was still staring at the space that Martha had just left. ‘Are you okay?’

She turned to him, and he could see she was there, but her mind was very much elsewhere. He pulled one of his last remaining business cards out of his back pocket.

‘I am looking for work as it goes, so if you do need anything, let me know.’

She looked at the card, then back at him.

‘You really worked here before? As what?’

‘Bit of everything really. I moved here from Ireland a few years back, picked up some local work. I’m qualified in most things. Here I just did maintenance, bit of renovations here and there, heavy lifting, that sort of thing. The chalet park was a quiet place; the reception used to house the onsite shop, selling the bits the clients wanted, dealing with bookings, check-ins, you know. There used to be a games room too, but over time Tim got lazy, and the owners not being around to check on it, it just got … tired I suppose. When I asked, the money was never there for anything more than a patch-up. When are you reopening?’

One look at his prospective new boss, and Cillian knew she didn’t have a clue. The woman hadn’t even unpacked, let alone launched a revamp.

‘Err … I don’t know, soon, I know that! I need this summer to go well. I’m sort of banking on it.’

March already, Cillian thought to himself. It would take a hell of a lot of work to get this place up and running. Long days, most nights even. Great for money, if it was there, but what about Orla? He could barely work as it was, begging favours from people to get a couple of extra hours of pay, and for what? To live in a shitty flat, barely surviving?

‘I do have a few hours to spare …’ he began, hoping it would be enough, and that he could pull off the juggling single dad act just a bit longer. ‘If you can pay.’

‘When can you start?’ She cut him off, gripping the card in her hands so tight Cillian could see her fingertips turning white. ‘I have a bit of a tight budget, but I can pay you.’ He could feel his heartbeat in his ears. Was this it? Could he actually have a job, one he genuinely liked? He was suddenly very glad indeed that he had answered Martha’s call that morning. He looked across to her chalet, and Martha’s words pinged into his head. April was still talking about hourly rates, and long hours. He cut her off.

‘Which chalet would be mine then?’ he asked, as nonchalantly as possible. It looked like this poor lass was well out of her depth, but needs must, and he and Orla needed this. Besides, it wasn’t like he wouldn’t do the work. He loved being busy. ‘I don’t mind, as long as I have a room for my daughter.’

April was looking at him in a state of confusion now. He could see her as he flicked his head around the park, trying to be calm, cool and collected.

‘Chalet? Daughter?’ She was lost, and he knew it. He walked to her and held out his hand. ‘I’ll take the one next to yours, if you don’t mind. Out of the way a bit there, handy for the equipment shed.’ Another blank, worried look. ‘You didn’t know we have an equipment shed, did you?’ She shook her head at him slowly, and he laughed gently. ‘No problem, I can start today, and you have me till half two. Tomorrow, I can do more. Sound good? We can sort rates and rent out later.’ He pushed his hand out a smidge closer, but she didn’t take it.

‘Cillian,’ she said, an odd look crossing her features. ‘I think I’ve made a big mistake, coming here. I don’t really know what I’m doing.’

Her voice cracked a little, and his heart went out to her. What was she doing here, all on her own? By the look of her car, she had driven here with her whole life packed up. What was she escaping from? His hand twitched with the effort of not reaching out to touch her shoulder. He didn’t want her to freak out completely – he had just body-slammed her after all. She might not be quite ready for a cuddle yet. Not that he would have tried.

‘Don’t fret too much yet. It’s a lot of work, but most things are when they’re really worth it. Let’s just take it a day at a time. That sound good? You got a kettle in those boxes?’ He pointed behind her at the car
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