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			WHATSAPP GROUP – #FirstHomesOnly

			@Homes4Locals: Who else is going to the beach clean on Saturday morning?

			@NotJustForHolidays: I am. This is really important to KP and I think we should all help her out

			@CornishCoastCustodian: Agree. She does loads for Penbartha and this is a really worthy cause. This data she’s collecting is vital to the plastic free campaign

			@CoastalCrusader: 👍🏼

			@PlasticFreePioneer: It’s what we’ve been working towards for a year. A lot of our group are going

			@Homes4Locals: There should be a good turnout. It’s been well advertised

			@PlasticFreePioneer: And it’s a worthy cause

			@PrimaryDweller: Cool. I think we should definitely show our solidarity and combine our efforts for the greater good. At least there shouldn’t be many second-homers there as it isn’t half term yet.

			@NotJustForHolidays: Good. Can’t imagine they’d help anyway. Why would they care?

			@Homes4Locals: Think Treave School may finish this weekend

			@KernowCurrent: How many of them have second homes here if their kids board there?

			@BanSecondHomes: Quite a few. And more and more of them are looking to buy round here from what I’ve heard, for when they come down to see their precious darlings.

			@NotJustForHolidays: Can’t they bear to give their money to hotels or proper B&Bs even just for a weekend? 🤬

			

			@Homes4Locals: Why would they do that? They don’t care about the local economy. Or anything, apart from themselves and their own pockets

			@KernowCurrent: Hmm. Doubt they’ll dirty their hands at a beach clean then

			@TheTyreQuencher: No, but they’ll be driving their Chelsea Tractors badly and clogging up our lanes cos they don’t know how to reverse.

			@WanderWithoutWings: Bet they don’t go anywhere near the beaches. Will be saving themselves for their next long-haul flight

			@TheTyreQuencher: Do you reckon they ever give their carbon footprint a thought?

			@WanderWithoutWings: Of course not. Too selfish. And self-obsessed.

			@TheTyreQuencher: Agree. So let’s see if we can focus their thoughts a bit.

			@PlasticFreePioneer: Just be careful. And remember, we’re doing this beach clean to help KP achieve Plastic Free Community status for Penbartha. No trouble please.
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			Olivia held her face up to the sun that was casting a low but bright glow over Penbartha beach, trying to glean some warmth from it despite the sharp breeze that made her glad of her woolly hat, and then sneezed violently.

			‘Remind me again why I’m standing on a windy beach, in the middle of October on a Saturday morning, with the worst cold of my life, when I could be tucked up in bed being waited on hand and foot by my fiancé? Who I haven’t seen in two weeks, by the way.’ Olivia blew her nose dramatically for added effect.

			

			Kitten didn’t look up from her iPad screen which she was tapping furiously, but waved vaguely in the direction of the groups of villagers spread out across the beach, armed with litter pickers and hessian sacks. ‘Because it’s the right thing to do. Look at all these people.’ She glanced up briefly. ‘And you love me like a sister.’

			Olivia’s laugh turned into a hacking cough, and Kitten looked at her more closely. ‘You need to get Mum to prepare one of her potions for that, before it goes to your chest.’

			Olivia grimaced. ‘If I have to drink any more of her lemon, garlic and ginger concoction, I reckon Jago will be on the next train to London and still be able to smell me from there.’

			Kitten went back to her iPad. ‘No, he won’t. The ginger counteracts the garlic. Thanks, Alice.’ She looked up with a weary smile at the manager of the Goods Shed as she placed a sack brimming with empty plastic drinks bottles at her feet.

			‘Disposable cups over there where Paula is sitting,’ she told the next person with an equally full sack, ‘and takeaway containers over there with Lou, please.’ Kitten sighed. ‘The sea was rough last night because of the easterly winds, so there’s more plastic being washed up than usual, but God knows how long this stuff has been festering in the water and the damage it’s been doing to the marine life.’

			‘I don’t understand why people don’t just take their rubbish home with them, rather than thinking the tides will conveniently deal with it. Don’t they realise tides don’t work like that and it just ends up as someone else’s problem?’ Alice Greville – manager of the Goods Shed, the local coworking space for eco and creative entrepreneurs and the heart of the renovated and repurposed Penbartha railway station site and Olivia’s right-hand woman – pursed her lips and glared at the sack of offending items.

			‘We need to educate people not to buy single-use plastic in the first place.’ Kitten sighed again. ‘But at least by documenting the worst offenders’ – she poked an empty Coke bottle with a gloved finger – ‘we can produce proper statistics and name and shame them properly.’ She tutted as she dislodged it from the sack and bent to pick it up. ‘Groups like us are collecting this information at beaches all around the country. When all the data is gathered and published, the hope is people will realise that it’s their favourite drinks company that’s responsible for a large proportion of the 40 million plastic bottles bought in the UK every day and think twice before buying them in future. That’s my hope, anyway.’

			

			‘I reckon most people will probably only start taking notice when scientists have proved an actual link between microplastics and diseases like cancer and dementia. At the moment they just think it affects the oceans and has nothing to do with them. So they do nothing.’ A girl who looked about eighteen, with dark cropped hair and the funkiest blue glasses Olivia had ever seen, and carrying a sack full of what looked horribly like disposable nappies and bathroom plastics, stopped for a moment as she walked past. ‘I’m Mya Pascoe by the way. I live in Truro, but I heard about this beach clean last night in a group chat and wanted to come along to help. The beach is buzzin!”’

			‘It’s amazing, isn’t it?’ Olivia seized on the change in subject, always eager to steer Kitten away from one of her passionate environmental monologues and welcome a new face. ‘I can’t believe how many locals have turned up to help. I don’t recognise them all. Do you, Kitten?’

			The three women gazed round the beach, busy with men, women and children all dressed in outdoor gear and woollen hats, cheerfully collecting their designated items and chatting to their friends and neighbours as they worked. Olivia smiled at Kitten, delighted for her that the beach clean was proving so popular and well attended. She knew how passionate Kitten was about the campaign against single-use plastic. She had achieved plastic-free status for the Waiting Rooms, the café she managed in the old railway station building, by slowly but surely eliminating the use of all single-use plastics in her business. Encouraged and emboldened by all her acquired knowledge on the subject, she had persuaded Olivia and Alice to do the same at the Goods Shed. That had been more difficult as there had been so many individual members based there, but Alice had embraced the challenge whole-heartedly and taken it upon herself to inform and educate everyone. And they had all been delighted when they achieved plastic-free status too. One by one, the village shops had got involved, as had the local school and several businesses. Kitten had not needed any further encouragement to set her sights on achieving the same status for the whole community. Today’s beach clean was an important step in the right direction, and Olivia knew that to see that so many locals shared her vision really was a dream come true for her.

			

			‘There are lots of familiar faces,’ Kitten confirmed, ‘but quite a few new ones, too.’ Olivia intercepted the nervous glance she sent in Mya’s direction. ‘Where did you say you read about it?’

			Mya waved her litter-picker round in a vague way. ‘Can’t remember now. I belong to so many local groups that they all merge into one eventually. But everyone was very clear that we should support you.’

			Kitten smiled. ‘That’s good to hear. You can sometimes get so caught up in a cause, you forget that everyone doesn’t see things the same way.’

			Mya laughed. ‘Tell me about it. My best friend says I can bore for Britain on the subject of our oceans.’ She spotted someone she recognised and rushed off with a cheery wave.

			

			‘Hey, look! Here come the boys.’ Olivia pointed to Rocky’s pick-up as it drove slowly onto the beach and parked up. A familiar tall, silver-haired and broad-shouldered figure climbed out of the double cab and helped Rocky remove a large trestle table from the open load bed. As they put it together and steadied it on the ground, the Old Bakehouse liveried van pulled up alongside.

			‘Great timing. It looks as though we’ll be finished in record time and then everyone can be rewarded with fresh coffee and pastries.’ Kitten grinned. ‘I thought it was the least I could do to say thank you, so the Waiting Rooms have donated the coffee and Fraser offered me a good deal on the pastries.’

			Olivia smiled. ‘Fraser and Willow opening an independent bakery in the village has worked out really well all round, hasn’t it?’

			‘Totally! We’re so lucky we’re able to claim that all our bread, cakes and pastries are baked within half a mile of the Waiting Rooms. It really supports our sustainability agenda.’

			Olivia nodded. She’d always hoped that the Old Bakehouse and the Waiting Rooms café would be beneficial for each other, but the success of both ventures had already exceeded her expectations. Visitors to the café at the station site who tasted their delicious bread and pastries often popped into the Bakehouse on the way out of the village to buy more. And the staff at the bakery always pointed their customers in the direction of the Waiting Rooms.   

			‘George would be proud of us, wouldn’t he, Olive?’

			Olivia felt a lump form in her throat. George Stevenson, her godfather, had been the original founder of the Goods Shed as a coworking space for eco-conscious and creative entrepreneurs who wanted to break free from more traditional ways of working and bring greener practices to their businesses. After his sudden death, Olivia had inherited his dreams and the station site and had thrown herself into fulfilling his legacy. It had been hard work, but now she was able to turn to Kitten with a smile, tinged with a little sadness.

			

			‘He would. But I wish he was here to see it.’

			Kitten wiped a tear from her own cheek and waved her iPad in the air. ‘He is, Olive. He is. Let’s not be sad. He’d be thrilled.’

			Rocky wandered towards them, wearing faded Levis tucked into scuffed builder’s safety boots and a thick Arran sweater that always smelled faintly of a mixture of sawdust and salt. He dropped a kiss on Kitten’s cheek. ‘Hope you’re happy, Kitti-Kat, because I’m beside myself with pride. You’re amazing the way you’ve rallied all this support. Isn’t she, Olive?’

			‘Absolutely.’ Olivia felt the usual surge of happiness she experienced when she saw her two best friends together and then sneezed rapidly and violently. She fished a soggy cotton handkerchief out of her pocket and blew her nose noisily.

			‘Delightful!’ Rocky pulled a face at her. ‘I won’t kiss you, if you don’t mind. Jago said you were snoring like a Massey Ferguson tractor last night.’

			‘Charming.’ Olivia couldn’t help but laugh and peered up the beach to where Jago was leaning against the pick-up and chatting to a group of villagers. ‘Is that why he’s staying out of the way?’

			‘He’s supposed to be helping Caroline unload the Old Bakehouse van.’ He pointed to a pile of tied and labelled hessian sacks behind Kitten’s chair. ‘Are these to go?’

			‘Yes, they’ve all been sorted, recorded and labelled.’ Kitten checked her iPad. ‘It’s the ones that aren’t tied that we’ve still got to do.’

			‘I’ll take some up with me then and come back for the others.’ He grabbed two sacks in each hand, winked at Olivia and made his way back up the beach, calling out to the people he recognised as he went.

			

			‘It’s good of Caroline to give up her morning off.’ Olivia observed as a tall, thin woman with a greying pony tail and a black Bakehouse fleece started laying out insulated tea and coffee jugs, milk and platters of pastries. ‘I don’t know how she manages to juggle so many part-time jobs and still be active in so many community groups.’

			Kitten shrugged. ‘That’s just the way many people make ends meet these days and’ – a smile crept over her face and Olivia realised she hadn’t seen Kitten smile much lately –‘that’s how she gets to hear all the best gossip in the village.’

			Olivia shook her head in despair. Having been the subject of a great deal of gossip in the past, she now avoided it wherever she could and mentally added Caroline to the list of people to be careful around. 

			A shrill whistle pierced the chatter filling the beach and the waving arms by the table announced that refreshments were ready. Kitten signalled to the remaining people still collecting their specified items of litter.

			‘Just leave your sacks here and grab something to eat and drink. It won’t take long to finish up here. Everyone’s worked so hard.’ She turned to Olivia, and handed her the iPad. ‘Do you mind holding onto this for me down here while I go and thank everyone? I’ll bring you a drink back.’

			‘That’s fine. I ought to keep my germs to myself anyway.’ Olivia sank down onto the beach chair Kitten had vacated and lifted her face up to enjoy the warmth of the sun on her skin again. She was just on the verge of dozing off when a deep, rich and familiar voice pierced her thoughts.

			‘I’ve brought you a little present.’

			Olivia screwed her eyes tightly shut. ‘If it’s more lemon, ginger and garlic, you can give it to the seagulls,’ she muttered.

			

			‘I thought I’d give more conventional medicine a go.’ He handed her a thermos mug. ‘A blackcurrant flu and cold remedy, made by the UK’s finest pharmaceutical company.’

			Olivia grabbed hold of it and shot an anxious glance up the beach. ‘Just don’t tell Kitten. That pharmaceutical company is probably guilty of a whole host of environmental sins, and I can’t be seen to be supporting the enemy.’ She took a large mouthful and then sighed happily.

			‘In Cassie’s defence, the lemon, ginger and garlic does seem to be doing the trick.’ Jago observed mildly. ‘You don’t look or sound half as disgusting as you did.’

			She drained the mug and frowned. ‘Thanks. I still feel fairly disgusting, and that shot of synthetic drugs could be just what I need.’

			‘Who’s taking synthetic drugs?’ A warm voice full of laughter interrupted and they both turned to see Jasmine, a part-time waitress at the Waiting Rooms. She was dressed, as usual, in dungarees, this time patterned with green jellyfish and other sea creatures, under a green fleece. She waved an iPad at them and addressed Jago. ‘Rocky’s asked for you to carry the rest of the tied bags up to the pick-up and help him with the table when everyone’s finished.’

			‘Rightio.’ He took Olivia’s mug off her and hefted two sacks over his shoulder. ‘Rocky and I’ll make sure these are dealt with properly, and I’ll see you back at home. The dogs will need letting out.’

			A little thrill of pleasure ran through Olivia at Jago describing Tresillian House as home. She’d inherited it from her godparents and while it had always been home to her in many ways, she often felt like she was still living in someone else’s house, rather than her own. Slowly, over time, she and Jago had made subtle changes to the house, and while she shared many of her godmother’s tastes, she had succeeded in injecting a much more modern vibe while still retaining all of the original features.

			

			She blew him a kiss and turned back to Jasmine, one of her favourite, and least gossipy, villagers.

			‘How’s life?’

			Jasmine’s lovely round face broke into a big smile and her unusual pale grey eyes shone. ‘Life’s good now school’s finished for half term. I don’t know how the teachers do it! At least I’m only a lowly design and technology technician, but even I get fed up of the little darlings. I’m looking forward to spending more time working at the Waiting Rooms.’ She looked around, making sure Kitten was out of earshot. ‘I’ve never met anyone who supports local causes as much as Kitten does. Just spending time with her makes me more aware of my own convictions and gives me the encouragement I need to support her.’ She turned back to Olivia. ‘I’m hoping I can take some of the pressure off her. Do you think she’s been herself lately?’

			‘Kitten?’ Olivia frowned. ‘I don’t know really. I haven’t seen that much of her. She’s been so busy organising this, and I’ve been working silly hours trying to get the Old Foundry finished before November. Rocky hasn’t said anything, or Cassie.’ Guilt sliced through her. ‘Am I missing something?’

			‘I’m not sure. Can’t really put my finger on it.’ Jasmine looked round the slowly emptying beach. ‘At least it looks like this has been a huge success and her worst fears about it haven’t come to pass.’

			Olivia stared at her. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘There were a lot of rumblings on social media between local groups about whose cause is the most important.’

			Olivia felt a prickle of unease. ‘What sort of groups?’

			‘Oh you know, all the usual suspects, but at the moment it seems that the anti-second homes lot are stepping up a gear, just in time for the half-term visitors. But it looks like they put their differences aside to support Kitten’s campaign to get plastic-free status for the whole village, so that’s good.’ She frowned. “Do you really not look at social media, Olivia?’

			

			‘Not if I can help it.’ She shuddered. ‘Too much negativity, and with the speed at which gossip goes round this village, who needs it?’

			Jasmine laughed. ‘Fair enough. And talking of gossip, how are things going at the Old Foundry?’

			‘I’m not even going to ask you how— ouch!’ Something heavy caught Olivia on the side of her face and her chair rocked violently, pitching her sideways onto the sand. Pain shot across her right cheek and nose. She lay, dazed, for a second and then through watering eyes watched as a heavy football bounced onto an open sack on the ground, dislodging its contents over the beach. A volley of braying laughter drew closer.

			‘Oi, you lot, watch what you’re doing’ Jasmine yelled as Olivia staggered to her feet, her right ear still ringing from the impact.

			A group of teenagers, looking like they’d just stepped off the pages of glossy magazine advertising this season’s look for preppie surfer dudes, sauntered up to them. Even to Olivia’s watering eye, they oozed privilege.

			‘What’s up, Miss?’ one of the girls tittered. ‘Nice threads. Did you make them yourself?’ Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

			Jasmine bristled. ‘I did yes, thank you, Flora. I like to plough my own furrow.’ Another titter rippled through the group, her own sarcasm completely lost on all of them. They were all wearing practically identical designer-labelled sherpa lined hoodies, relaxed cut jeans and Converse shoes, and hair artfully arranged around their woollen beanies. They were probably the sort of teenagers who railed against having school uniform imposed on them as it stopped them expressing their individuality!

			Jasmine and Olivia exchanged a look.

			‘And as nice as it is to see you all so soon in the school break,’ she continued. ‘May I ask you to watch where you’re kicking that football? A lot of people have given up their Saturday morning to pick all this litter up and sort it.’

			

			‘Haven’t they got anything better to do?’ The tallest of the boys sniggered. ‘Carrot munchers.’

			Olivia’s hackles rose, not so much at the pure private schoolboy accent, but the attitude. ‘You could always help us finish up here.’

			‘No thanks. We’ve got better things to do.’ More sniggering.

			Olivia’s chin went up. ‘Such as?’

			‘We’ll think of something.’

			She took a step closer, her cheek smarting. ‘Let me think of something for you. How about starting with apologising for kicking that ball into the side of my face? And then help us finish up here. Doing something good for the environment might make you feel better about yourself.’

			The ringleader looked around the beach. ‘My dad says that whatever you bunch of grungy carrot-munchers do in this poky little corner of Cornwall won’t make any difference to anything.’

			Olivia glared. ‘Well you’re wrong there. It only takes one person to start a change, then the community joins in and before you know it, the government is banning certain single-use plastics like straws, plastic cutlery and plastic bags.’ She pointed at the pile of drink bottles on the sand. ‘Those will be next, with a bit of luck.’

			‘Yada, yada’. He yawned loudly as his mate, shorter but rounder, spoke up. ‘My dad says that there’s no such thing as global warming. Look at how cold it was last winter.’

			‘So your dad knows better than the world’s leading scientists, does he, Henry?’ Jasmine asked. ‘I think I might suggest that the teachers explain the difference between weather and climate in your General Studies sessions next year. Not to mention the effects of plastic pollution on climate change.’ She turned to the girls in the group who were all busy pouting and taking selfies against the background of the beach. ‘Don’t you remember we had that session on fast fashion and microplastics, girls?’ She was met with blank looks all round. She tried again.

			

			‘And how any plastic that ends up in the ocean, eventually breaks down and emits greenhouse gases that contribute to global warming and climate change? Don’t you think that helping out here might slow that down a little?’

			‘I think you might have been wasting your time there, Jas,’ Olivia observed. ‘Which is a real shame as it’s their generation who’ll be the first one to really suffer. We might be lucky enough to die of old age. They’ll probably all die of climate change.’

			‘I really don’t think it’s up to you to decide what we’re taught, miss. Especially as you’re not actually a teacher.’ Another boy in the group spoke up, winking at his mates.

			‘And I thank my lucky stars every day that I’m not, Charlie. But I still deserve some respect. Now, off you all go and play nicely.’

			‘Or what?’

			Olivia stood her ground. Her head was thumping from the impact of the ball, but she was not intimidated. She closed her eyes briefly and when she opened them the teenagers had been joined by two others who were dressed completely differently. No designer labels for them, just sensible cold weather Cornish wear.

			‘What’s up, Miss?’ The two newcomers addressed Jasmine.

			‘Ah look, it’s the bursary boys,’ mocked Charlie.

			Olivia looked again, recognising the boys as locals, but unable to put names to their faces.

			‘Piss off, Charlie,’ the smaller lad said. ‘What are you even doing here?

			‘We thought we’d come and check out where the bursary boys live. See if it’s as drab as we thought.’

			

			‘Well, you’re not wanted here.’

			‘Aren’t we?’ he sneered. ‘Don’t you lot need people like us?’

			‘People like you?’ The other local lad was much taller and well-muscled.

			‘Yes, people who pay the full fees at school and subsidise the scholarship kids like you. And whose parents come down here and bring money into shitholes like this.’

			The smaller, much slighter boy sprang forward, his face red with fury. ‘People like you just add negativity and rubbish,’ he spat. ‘You buy up our homes so you can stay in them when you come down for a few weekends a year and stop local families from buying them. You’re an entitled prick and—’

			‘That’s enough, Alfie.’ Jasmine warned, but it was too late. Alfie rushed at Charlie, and within seconds there were arms and legs everywhere. Flora picked up a half-full sack of litter and threw it at Alfie; another lad started kicking the rest of the open sacks until there was litter flying across the sand in all directions. Then a shout went up from the top of the beach, and all hell broke loose.
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			‘So what happened then?’ Jago watched closely as, still holding an ice pack to her face, Olivia poured boiling water into a glass bowl and then shook the contents of a brown paper bag into it. Her curls were tied up in their usual messy bun, her olive skin still tanned and glowing from the amazing summer they’d just had despite her rotten cold and slowly deepening bruise. But her usually warm and bright eyes were troubled. Jago’s question had been on the tip of his tongue ever since he and Rocky had arrived back at the beach after the troublemakers had all been sent packing.

			

			He’d taken one look at the large bruise forming all down the side of Olivia’s face and started asking questions. But Cassie had intervened in her usual gentle way.

			‘Not now, my lovely. I reckon it’s all a storm in a teacup, and she’s still in a bit of shock. Why don’t you take her home and make her a cup of tea, before you start your examination-in-chief or whatever it is you call it?’

			And so he had, and for once there hadn’t been loads of villagers hanging around, ready and willing to add their own opinion, spin, or little extras on what had just happened. How he missed London sometimes.

			They’d driven the short distance home in silence and been given a rapturous welcome by their three affection-starved dogs. Jago made tea while Olivia dispensed treats and only after they had empty mugs in front of them did he raise the question.

			‘Luckily Sam arrived with Cassie just as it all kicked off properly and put a stop to it all fairly quickly. But not before a few punches had been thrown on both sides.’

			‘And they took notice of Sam?’ Jago stared at the bowl, intrigued as Olivia swirled what looked like sweepings from the garden round the bowl and added a few drops of something from a small brown bottle. Mylor and Zennor watched closely, their tails wagging expectantly.

			‘Well, once he’d whipped out his warrant card they did and scarpered pretty smartish. Those kids are smart enough to avoid getting into trouble with the police.’ She paused. ‘Although I think they were probably more scared of Cassie, who launched into mother tiger mode. I’ve never seen her so angry. For the first time I could see where Kitten gets her quick temper from.’

			He chuckled and then sobered quickly as a horrible thought occurred to him. ‘I’m not going to be eating the contents of that bowl later, am I ?’

			

			Her laugh quickly turned into a grimace of pain and she swiped him with the tea towel she was holding and then carefully covered the steaming bowl with it. ‘No, it’s a herbal steam inhalation that Cassie made specially for me. She found Mollie’s old book, the one where she wrote down the herbs that worked best for me when I was a kid.’ She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Not all hers work the same way for all people, you know. So I’ve got dried eucalyptus, peppermint, rosemary, thyme and lavender, which all have immune-enhancing properties, and I’ve just added some tea-tree oil. I let it steep for ten minutes and then I inhale for ten minutes.’

			Jago nodded, used to Olivia’s firm belief in her godmother’s herbal remedies. He just hoped it did the trick and also helped her throat. It had been her weak point ever since a murderer had attempted to strangle her the previous year, and her voice was often husky, but hearing it as hoarse as this brought back a whole load of troubling memories for both of them.

			‘So who were the lads who ended up fighting each other? You said the kids with the ball were from Treave School.’ He glanced at Olivia’s cheek where the bruise was already colouring nicely and wondered whether the herbs swilling in the bowl also had healing powers. Or was that arnica?

			‘Yes, arrogant little pricks. There’s no way I would have got away with talking to adults like that when I was there, and even less so when you were. Can you imagine?’

			‘Not at all. I think we just had more respect for all adults, even if we did board,’ Jago mused. In his line of work as a criminal barrister, his eyes had been firmly opened to what kids of that age were capable of. ‘But what about the ones who turned up and joined in. Were they all locals? Did you know them?’

			Olivia gave him a look as she carefully carried the bowl over to the refectory table in the orangery. It was the one that said, we aren’t in court and you’re not cross-examining me.

			

			‘I recognised Alfie who works weekends at the Waiting Rooms and Ned Roscoe, Pippa’s son. They were already on the beach, helping out, and just came over when they saw the Treave kids talking to us, but I can’t say I recognised many of the others who turned up after they started kicking the rubbish about. They just kind of appeared. Some were older, and perhaps some weren’t from round here. Jasmine reckoned they might have been from the FHO group who had come along to support Kitten.’

			He raised an eyebrow. ‘The who?’

			‘First Homes Only, you know, the group that’s campaigning against second homes being bought by people from upcountry and all the problems that entails.’

			Jago’s heart sank. He might not have known what the local group was called, but he was fully aware of their mission and how similar groups elsewhere in Cornwall were becoming more aggressive. A thought struck him.

			‘Is Jasmine part of that?’

			‘I think she’s on some of the shared forums. But she did say that they’d all agreed not to cause trouble, for Kitten’s sake.’

			‘But they couldn’t resist joining in a scrap when they saw one starting?’

			Olivia glared at him. ‘Look, Jago, it’s a highly contentious issue that brings out the worst in some people. And speaking as the only person who got hurt, I’d like to forget all about it, and get on with my steam inhalation.’ She lifted the tea towel and a herbal scented steam escaped that very quickly made his eyes water. ‘Would you mind taking the dogs down to the creek for a while so I can concentrate on my breathing?’

			‘Sure.’ He recognised that tone and whistled to the dogs who were equally grateful to leave the strange, very undoggy-like smells that were filling the kitchen and escape into the garden.

			

			Jago stood on the edge of the creek, trying to unpick the troubled thoughts chasing each other round inside his head, much like the dogs were doing on the shoreline. He’d come back from his most recent court case in London, determined to have an honest conversation about their wedding plans, which were still non-existent. He knew that he had messed up with his proposal. Presenting it as a legal contract had been a really bad idea. He also knew that Olivia wasn’t into romantic gestures and might have laughed at him if he’d dropped to one knee and come out with any soppy stuff, so he’d gone too far the other way and she’d ended up doing the proposing. And of course, he’d accepted. It was what he wanted more than anything in the world, but they still hadn’t bought a ring or done anything to arrange a wedding. Half of him wondered if Olivia expected him to carry on with their role reversal and turn into some sort of groomzilla and organise the wedding himself with the military precision that seemed to be the expected norm these days. But he very much doubted that was what she wanted, and he was pretty sure she would baulk at the idea of a big wedding. All he had to do was ask her, but he’d got his proposal wrong and was afraid of getting the next bit wrong too.

			So James Trevithick KC and Deputy High Court Judge, one of the finest legal minds in London, who thought nothing of prosecuting some of the most high-profile criminal cases in the country, was in a quandary. He was used to, and happy, operating within the well-defined codes of the legal system. But when it came to matters of the heart, he was completely out of his depth.

			And now, just when he’d built himself up to talk to Olivia about their future, this had happened. Despite what she said, it was obvious that the morning’s encounter had rattled Olivia more than she would ever let on and now he was better at listening to his instincts, thanks to her, he too felt a prickle of unease. The resentment towards people from upcountry buying second homes in Cornish villages, leaving them hollowed out and soulless for much of the year, had been steadily growing. Jago could see both sides of the argument. Audi alteram partem, the Latin term for hearing both sides of the story, was the cornerstone of fair legal proceedings and had been drummed into him in his job as a barrister and a judge. Fortunately Penbartha had avoided many of the second home issues, but the village was becoming more well-known and popular, and Jago now wondered if Olivia felt partly responsible for that. Cornish folk came from miles around to shop for their baked goods at the Bakehouse and eat lunch at the Waiting Rooms. The two businesses had built up a mutually beneficial relationship. The customers who hadn’t got the time or energy to get to the Waiting Rooms could taste the coffees and pastries on offer there at one of the American diner booths in the corner of the Bakehouse, usually occupied by a few of the elderly ladies of the village. The rise in popularity of coworking meant that the Goods Shed now had a waiting list for tenants and more and more artists wanted to join the Engine Shed collective, a space exclusively for creators and makers whose sustainability credentials aligned with its eco-friendly mission statement. And because of social media, word had spread. Penbartha was on the national sustainability map. Unfortunately, it was on another radar too, the sort of radar they perhaps didn’t want.

			

			Jago frowned, decided it was time to go home and whistled to the dogs, laughing as they ran towards him, goofy smiles on their faces. They made an unlikely trio. Olivia’s dogs shared the same father – a famous French poodle nicknamed Romeo who, in addition to being a pedigree stud dog, enjoyed nothing more than escaping his kennel and indulging in unregulated love matches. Mylor’s mother was an obliging black schnauzer and Zennor’s an overambitious white chihuahua. Although unequal in size, the two dogs loved each other fiercely and had happily adopted Steren, Jago’s black Labrador, as a surrogate sister even if she was too lazy to ever go out for runs with them.

			

			As they made their way back down the lane a black Range Rover drove past them at great speed, forcing him and the dogs into the hedge.

			‘Slow down, idiot!’ he yelled, but the car carried on out of sight. Then he heard a squeal of brakes, a familiar crunch of gravel and car doors slamming. He picked up his pace, his pulse quickening.

			By the time he got to Tresillian’s drive, he could hear raised voices. Once he’d rounded the curve, he had the perfect view of Olivia standing on the doorstep, hands on her hips, facing up to two men. Her American twang, stronger than usual and a definite sign of stress or anger, carried towards him on the breeze coming off the creek.

			Mylor rushed ahead to protect his mistress, hackles up, and proceeded to add to the noise by barking and circling the two strangers. When Jago reached them, all three humans were talking loudly and all three dogs barking. ‘Call your bloody mutts off!’ the shorter of the two men demanded. ‘Or I’m calling 999.’

			‘Go ahead,’ Jago replied calmly. ‘You’re trespassing on private property and using threatening behaviour. The dogs are just being protective. Calm down, or I’ll be the one calling the police.’ Nevertheless, he whistled to the dogs and shooed them into the house, shutting the front door behind them. Then he stood firmly beside Olivia, slipped an arm round her waist and faced down the two strangers. He was taller than both of them and, from a quick estimation, probably fitter, despite being slightly older. They were casually, but expensively, dressed in clothes which immediately reminded him of the fathers of the lads he’d been at boarding school with, who had a uniform of their own. But there was something that didn’t feel right about this pair and told Jago they were trying too hard to fit in with a social group they didn’t quite belong to. Their tweed jackets looked brand new, their calfskin leather loafers pristine, their oxford shirts perfectly pressed. There was not a dog hair or a smear of Cornish mud anywhere to be seen. Even their signet rings were shiny and unscratched. All just a bit too flashy. Putting two and two together, and realising who these men were, he turned to Olivia.

			

			‘Is everything okay?’ To his surprise, tears rushed to her eyes, but she brushed them away quickly. He decided to risk her wrath by intervening. Yes, she was a strong, independent woman, but this blasted cold had dragged her down and being hit on the head hadn’t improved her mood. He turned back to the men, keeping his expression and voice neutral. 

			‘How can I help?’

			‘We’re here to find out why this woman verbally attacked our sons on the beach this morning.’ The shorter of the two men pulled himself up to his full, not very impressive, height, his ruddy cheeks glowing with anger. He spoke with a smooth, almost arrogant air of confidence that Jago was used to back in legal London, but felt out of place here.

			Jago felt his own hackles rise. ‘But not to apologise for them kicking a ball into her face and causing her a significant injury?’ He pointed to the bruise on Olivia’s face which had spread and darkened even more in the time he’d been away.

			‘Our sons didn’t do that,’ the taller man insisted.

			‘So where did it come from then?’ Olivia pushed the hair off her face. ‘You can see the imprint of the ball and my right eye’s swelling up. They were rude, arrogant and then kicked litter all over the beach after lots of people had spent the morning cleaning it up.’

			

			The man waved her question away. ‘They’re just kids, having fun in their school holidays. But you called on the local hoodlums to come and sort them out, didn’t you?’

			‘I did no such thing.’ Olivia’s American twang grew even stronger. ‘I could hardly see what was happening, thanks to them. But it didn’t last long. They were all sent packing pretty quickly. And now, I’m going to politely ask you and your friend to leave my property, Mr Burrows and if you don’t, I’ll call the police.’

			‘Just who do you think you are?’ The shorter man blustered and then turned to his friend. ‘Christ, I can see what you mean about this woman, Rafe.’

			Jago felt Olivia stiffen beside him. What on earth was going on?

			‘Everyone here seems to have an advantage over me, so let me introduce myself.’ He kept one arm around Olivia’s waist and slid his other hand into his jeans pocket. ‘I’m Jago Trevithick and this is my fiancée, Olivia Wells.’

			‘I’m Marcus Walker-Smith, and I own Walker Estates, an estate agency in London. My son Charlie is a boarder at Treave. One of the lads your fiancée denies verbally attacking.’

			He held his hand out, but Jago kept his firmly in his pocket and just nodded. Rude, he admitted to himself, but he needed to make a point.

			‘And I’m Rafe Burrows, managing director of Burrows Prime Property Search in Truro. And my son, Henry, also boards at Treave. Olivia and I have come across each other several times in a professional capacity when clients of mine, for whom I’ve sourced the almost perfect second home, have sought her services and expertise to make some changes to the property, haven’t we, Olivia?’ Anger suffused the Burrows man’s face as he turned to her. ‘And you’ve refused to work for them every time, haven’t you? Which has put me in repeatedly awkward situations.’

			

			‘I don’t understand why you keep recommending my services to your clients, when you know I’ll say no,’ Olivia replied crossly. ‘You’re just wasting everyone’s time.’

			Rafe’s lip curled. ‘Unfortunately, you have one of the best reputations as an architect in this area. And an apparently very close relationship with the planning department.’

			Rather than reacting to Rafe’s unpleasant insinuation, Olivia seriously impressed Jago by just staring at the odious man. ‘That’s because I play by the rules and don’t try to change them.’ She drew herself up to her full height and pulled her shoulders back. ‘All the proposals your clients have put to me have been totally inappropriate. I don’t like cleaning up other people’s dirty work. And quite often they’ve been downright illegal or immoral from the get-go. That proposal for that land in Mawgan Porth was utterly ridiculous. How can you think that building a house right on the sand dunes is a good idea? Did you even consider coastal erosion, never mind the impact that just the construction works would have on the site? It just wasn’t sustainable.’ Jago watched as her dark eyes flashed sparks.

			An angry flush spread across Burrows’s cheeks and he turned to his friend. ‘Take no notice of her, she’s making it up. People like her think they’re better than us, and she’s jealous of our success.’ He looked back at Olivia. ‘You like to think of yourself as Miss Sustainability, don’t you? But we all know that you’re just hiding behind all that eco claptrap you and your lot are always spouting. You just despise people who own second homes.’
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			Kitten sat for a moment, sipping a cup of tea and relishing the peace and quiet before she began the nightly ritual of closing up the Waiting Rooms. She had always loved the café when it was at its busiest and full of friends meeting up, chatting and making plans over coffee and food, and she could flit around, joining in and laughing with customers. Over the last few weeks though she had begun to prefer this time of the day, when the sun was dipping lower over the creek and the walkway, dappling the old building in golden light, warm and soothing on her face, until it disappeared altogether for another day. Now she liked to sit for a while, without any customers, and imagine the sounds of the old station, with steam engines pulling up and setting off, the guards’ whistles and the low hum of chatter in what would have been the ladies’ waiting room. 

			What the hell’s the matter with me? she wondered. For some reason, a pain that had appeared behind her right eye a few weeks ago had got steadily worse, along with a numb right leg she had got from sleeping at a funny angle. Now her right eye was throbbing horribly and when she looked around, everything in the Waiting Rooms was decidedly blurred. It’s like the worst hangover ever. But without the alcohol. I need to ask Mum for some herbal stuff and see if that helps. Although, knowing her, that will lead to a whole load of fussy questions that will give me even more of a headache. The locum GP she’d eventually seen hadn’t seemed overly concerned. He’d just muttered something about stress and told her to come back if it didn’t get any better. Well, she couldn’t carry on like this, so she would have to go back. She sighed and went in search of regular painkillers.

			Swallowing the two remaining tablets in the blister pack with a final gulp of tea, she forced herself to go about her usual tasks, promising herself a hot bath and an early night. Jasmine had already cashed up the till and the local food bank had been to collect the leftover food that couldn’t be served the next day. Often, Kitten would end up driving to the Falmouth or Truro foodbanks herself, but not tonight. Brian had turned up early, beaming with gratitude. She wiped down the tables, took out the broom and began to sweep the stray leaves and lumps of cake and biscuits from the floor. It always amazed her how much mess parents allowed their children to make. Give her muddy pawprints any day.

			

			As she was filling the mop bucket with hot water, a face appeared round the door to the back kitchen.

			‘You okay, Kitten?’

			Another pain shot through Kitten’s right eye, and her vision blurred again. She blinked rapidly and felt her way to a chair.

			‘That you, Alfie?’

			‘Yes, what’s the matter?’ She felt him move closer. ‘You’ve gone a very funny colour. Are you sure you’re all right?’

			‘Just give me a minute.’ She pressed the palm of her hand against her eye and felt the pressure ease a little. She heard a tap being run in the main kitchen and something being placed on the counter beside her.

			‘Here, have some water. You sit there, and I’ll mop the floor.’

			‘But it’s your day off.’ She pressed her hand against her eye again, praying that the painkillers would kick in soon.

			‘It’s no problem.’ She heard him heave the bucket out of the deep sink and then listened to the rhythmic sound of him moving tables and chairs, mopping the floor and putting everything back in its place. Only when she’d heard that he had tipped the water away, rinsed the mop and bucket and put them away, did Kitten try to open her eyes.

			Alfie’s concerned face appeared in front of her, blurry at first, but it soon settled into place. Phew! She let out a sigh of relief.

			‘How d’you feel now?’ His sandy eyebrows were drawn together over dark eyes, and there was a deep line etched across his high, freckled forehead.

			

			Kitten nodded her head and winced at the pain the movement caused. ‘I’ll be fine.’ She took another sip of water. ‘I just have the headache from hell.’

			Alfie pursed his lips. ‘I don’t suppose what happened on the beach this morning helped. That’s why I’ve come. To apologise.’

			She peered closer at him; his thick dark-auburn hair was swept back from his face in curtains and cut short over his ears. Even the hair falling across his forehead couldn’t disguise his look of genuine remorse, and she immediately felt sorry for him. He was a good lad and a hard worker.

			‘I saw it all happen from the top of the beach. And Jasmine told me the details. From what I hear, you didn’t start it.’

			He looked away. ‘I shouldn’t have retaliated.’ He looked at her sideways through his fringe. ‘Gran blames my hair colour.’

			Kitten tried to smile, but pain turned it into a grimace. ‘That’s as good an excuse as any, I suppose.’ Something Jasmine had said popped into her head. ‘Do they give you a hard time at school?’

			Alfie shrugged. ‘Sometimes. They’re not too bad individually, but when they’re with the rest of their cool crowd, they really grind my gears, you know?’

			This time before she smiled, she pressed three fingers against her right eye. She could just imagine the old-fashioned phrase coming out of his grandmother’s mouth. Caroline Pellow, a proud local, was a right old busybody and was happy to share her opinions on a variety of subjects with anyone who’d listen. Kitten wholeheartedly agreed with many of them, but even she knew they wound up a lot of people. Still, that wasn’t Alfie’s fault.

			‘Is there much of a divide between the day and boarding pupils?’

			

			Alfie rubbed hard at his left eyebrow. ‘Not really. It’s more between the ones who pay full fees and those on scholarships and bursaries. Guys like Charlie and Henry really like to go on and on about how their very wealthy parents are subsidising our places.’

			Anger bubbled in her stomach. She hated the thought of this gentle boy being humiliated by revolting posh boys. ‘What about Ned Roscoe? Didn’t he win a scholarship too?’

			‘Yeah, but he’s on a rugby scholarship and just look at the size of him. Being an art scholar doesn’t have the same kudos, especially with the girls.’ He peered through his fringe at Kitten, his freckled face colouring.

			‘Ned doesn’t give you a hard time, does he?’ She knew Ned’s mum, Pippa, well. She’d recently been elected as Chair of Trustees of the Penbartha Station Heritage Trust, which ran the Goods Shed and oversaw the enterprises that took place in all the buildings on the old station site, including the Waiting Rooms, Engine Shed and the Signal Box, from where Jago ran the successful railway memorabilia business he had set up with George Stevenson. Kitten respected Pippa and was pretty sure she wouldn’t tolerate her son making Alfie’s life miserable.

			‘Nah. Me and Ned
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