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			About the Book

			One glorious summer brings the chance to begin again.

			When solo travellers Benni, Emma and Ruth find themselves holidaying together at charming Rose Cottage in Brixham, Devon, they are initially disappointed to be sharing with strangers of a different age group.

			But ‘friendship and home comforts’ are guaranteed at Rose Cottage and soon a bond blossoms between the women, who each have valuable life lessons to share.

			As the summer unfolds, Benni, Emma and Ruth begin to realise that age is just a number. Before their time at Rose Cottage ends, will they take the chance to grasp the dreams that are now within their reach?

		

	
		
			

			To those of us who have sought and 

			experienced new beginnings

		

	
		
			

			Come not to sojourn, but abide with me.

			Reverend Henry F. Lyte, 1847

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Saturday 18 August

			Benjamina

			As I step from the bus, I’m nervous yet relieved. Relieved that the kindly driver helped me offload my oversized suitcase, avoiding the embarrassing situation I’d been anticipating throughout my journey from Paignton station. And relieved to see the street sign: Lower Manor Road. I’m in the right location.

			This isn’t my usual Saturday afternoon. This is an adventure I’ve talked myself into over the last few weeks. A holiday I’d have loved someone to try to talk me out of booking but, sadly, my life doesn’t contain such loyal friends. Just family.

			Turning to my right, I view the steep incline of Lower Manor Road – the route to my holiday cottage. I can’t see the end of the road, simply a double row of pastel-painted cottages lining the cobbled street, which stretches skywards before disappearing. It looks picturesque, the perfect setting for a two-week holiday, but it’ll be a bugger to walk up. No one mentioned that Brixham is so hilly, though I doubt my family are aware of such details.

			I should have booked a taxi. Not because of my oversized wheelie case, but because when your exercise routine consists of nothing more strenuous than pushing a shopping trolley around a supermarket, you doubt your physical prowess. I have what I prefer to call a curvy, somewhat ample figure – voluptuous, some might say – certainly not one that’s accustomed to steep hill climbing.

			What I do know is that one step in front of another always gets me where I need to be. So off I plod. I’ll pace myself. Stop for a breather whenever I need to, but I’ll get there in my own sweet time.

			My suitcase wheels provide a comforting rattle to my trek. I switch hands numerous times as its plastic handle cuts deep into my sweating palms. I count my steps as I walk, a habit from childhood; it helps to pass the time.

			I stop several times to take deep breaths and appreciate the stunning views of the harbour, the cliff face opposite with its stacked cottages, and the deep blue horizon. I smile at passing folk striding down the hill, knowing that my freckled cheeks are bright red, my blonde ponytail is sticking to the nape of my neck and a trickle of sweat runs the length of my back to soak my elasticated waistband. But still, despite my ballet pumps digging into my swelling feet, one step at a time gets me to the top of Lower Manor Road, which leads into Higher Manor Road, then Church Street, before a sharp left presents a glorious view of Rose Cottage.

			Despite my nerves, it’s a welcome relief to view the lilac paintwork, the wrought-iron gate and the plethora of pale roses growing above the bay window. The narrow street doesn’t have a pavement, so I stand in the road and admire the cottage, playing for time in order to slow my heartbeat and renew my ability to speak before meeting my holiday housemates. I’m aiming for a good impression. I’m hoping to portray the adult I should be, rather than the naïve child I continue to feel like.

			I recall the holiday let’s small online advert in my mind’s eye.

			Cosy, picturesque cottage available for solo holidaymakers, offering a comfy home from home with new friends guaranteed.

			Which is exactly what I need. It’s not the holiday option I’d have chosen for my mid twenties. Growing up, I always imagined lying with a group of close girlfriends on an exotic beach filled with toned, tanned bodies whilst overstimulated holiday reps cajoled drunken males fortified with beer to participate in ludicrous sports. Sadly, nearly a decade after leaving school, all my friends are either married, pregnant or AWOL – away with other ladies. And I, desperate for my first holiday as an adult, am going solo.

			I fish my mobile from my pocket and quickly text my brother to let him know I’ve arrived safely, after which I find the email containing my arrival instructions and note the combination for the key safe, which the attached diagram pinpoints beside the front door.

			I retrieve the key and enter Rose Cottage.

			This is it . . . Let my holiday begin.

			Emma

			This bar isn’t my usual scene. I stare at the darts board, the numerous framed photographs of winning pub teams jostling for wall space alongside a small wooden shelf lined with trophies and tankards. I admire the humour of the young bartender’s quirky comments in response to the free-flowing banter from the cheeky guys leaning against her bar. She dashes back and forth behind the counter, her plum-coloured mane flowing attractively about her delicate features. I couldn’t do her job for all the tea in China. I watch as she pulls pints, delivers change and stands her ground, all with a pleasant smile and a polite manner. At her age I’d have blushed and run for cover – which probably explains why I’m not front-of-house material. I’m happy backstage, hidden from public view. It’s tough enough earning your corn each day without having to interact with the general public.

			‘Another?’ asks Ruth, the stranger sitting opposite me. Her kindly green eyes look eager to please, her greying brown hair is pinned behind her ears and her growing smile is enhanced by the large glass of rosé I carried to our tiny table thirty minutes earlier.

			‘Yes, why not. She can’t be much longer, can she?’ I say, nudging my empty wine glass towards her outstretched hand.

			‘I shouldn’t have thought so. My email did say we would all be arriving on Saturday. It must be gone half five by now,’ says Ruth, before heading to the bar. I watch her careful step, her knee-length brown skirt swinging gently from her hips. I imagine she’s a good twelve years older than me, fifty-one . . . fifty-three at the most, though looks can be deceiving. Her soft, placid voice is lost to the sound of the men jeering at the TV’s football results.

			It’s not that I’m disappointed by first impressions – Ruth seems very pleasant, easy to chat to – but I was hoping for people my own age, late thirties or thereabouts. I hope the third woman, when she arrives, is more on my wavelength. If not, I suppose I’m in for a busy two weeks of avoiding my holiday housemates and doing my own thing. That isn’t out of the ordinary for me, but I’d set my heart on a bit of excitement; a fun holiday spent with other people. Alone time is the last thing I need. I only booked this fortnight because I knew there’d be other solo holidaymakers, though it didn’t enter my head to ask questions regarding their ages. I don’t know what I’ll do if the third woman is in her fifties, or even sixties. I won’t be impolite. I’ll simply accept the situation and make my own plans.

			Ruth

			I stare at the array of drinks lined up neatly behind the bar. I could stick with rosé, but with such a variety to choose from, maybe I should try something new. I am on holiday, after all.

			‘What can I get you?’ asks the young woman behind the bar.

			‘One large rosé and . . .’ I scour the bottles, unsure of what I fancy. ‘Oh, I don’t know.’

			‘We have a good selection of gins. Can I tempt you there?’

			‘Gin . . . It’s not really my thing, but why not!’

			‘We’ve got Bombay Sapphire, Hendrick’s, Gordon’s or a very nice rhubarb and—’

			I don’t let her finish; rhubarb sounds divine.

			‘Rhubarb, please.’

			‘With ginger ale or tonic water?’

			I shrug. I haven’t a clue regards taste.

			‘The ginger ale is a nice mixer with rhubarb,’ she adds.

			‘OK.’ I simply hold out a ten-pound note and wait as she prepares our drinks before handing me the change.

			I’m as proud as Punch delivering the glasses to our small table, Emma eyes her rosé and then points to my rather bulb­ous glass of pale pink liquid.

			‘Rhubarb gin,’ I say, popping my small bottle of ginger ale alongside. ‘Apparently they go well together.’

			‘I usually lace my rhubarb crumble with ginger – it smells beautiful while it’s cooking,’ says Emma, sipping her wine.

			‘So you said you’re a chef?’

			‘Yes, but not the kind I trained to be,’ she says as I pick up my gin.

			‘Where do you work?’

			She waves her hand dismissively. ‘In a poky roadside joint where everything on the menu is fried at least twice and served with a side order of chips . . . Seriously, it doesn’t bring out the best in my talents, but hey ho, it’ll be a different story in a few weeks.’

			‘Why’s that?’ I ask eagerly, buzzing from the unexpected zing from my first sip of chilled gin.

			‘Redundancies. After forty years of ownership, my boss has sold out to a guy who wants to convert the place into an Indian restaurant . . . which makes sense given that the car park is huge. It’s been a long time since we’ve managed to fill it anywhere near to capacity. And you’re in banking?’

			‘Yes, a clerk for NatWest . . . I’m mainly on the till, serving customers and handing out leaflets, you know the sort of thing.’

			Emma nods but seems lost in a world of her own. Her rich auburn hair bounces with life; what I wouldn’t give to have such a fine head of hair. Instead mine’s got as much grey as brown and is looking listless and lank of late.

			‘And do you enjoy it?’ she finally asks, seeing me watching her.

			‘Not really. I did in my younger days – banking was a different industry back then – but now I feel it’s more like glorified shop work.’

			‘No chance of a change of career?’

			‘I doubt it, not at my age.’ If only that were a possibility. But how do you venture to pastures new when all you know is banking? I’ve spent a lifetime asking customers, ‘Is that in tens or twenties?’ and now I have to do battle with the younger generation, who only ever want to use the automated machines. I’m virtually redundant, sitting behind my counter, smiling and making small talk about the weather. It’s not how it used to be when I could name ninety per cent of the customers who came through our doors, many of whom I could identify by their signature alone.

			I notice Emma doesn’t ask how old ‘my age’ is, so I assume I look all of my fifty-two years. My dress sense is a little dowdy and sensible compared to her vibrant off-the-shoulder top, but I mustn’t complain. I’m still agile and have kept my figure – though given all the running about I do, it’s hardly surprising.

			Benjamina

			I stand outside the Queen’s Arms, my hand poised above the handle of the double doors, unsure if I should enter. I never go into bars on my own. Never. I rarely socialise at all, come to that.

			Can I do this?

			I need to go inside, but here lies the biggest problem: who will I be looking for? It’ll be two females for sure. But what happens if the pub is full of female pairings sipping wine and laughing? Do I then walk up to every table to ask each pair if they are the other two occupants of Rose Cottage? Or do I simply dash through, heading for the ladies’ toilet, only to linger for a minute in a locked cubicle before slinking back out towards the exit?

			I reread the scribbled note I found on the kitchen sideboard of Rose Cottage.

			Hi, hope you had a good journey. We’ve popped over the road for a drink. Join us when you can. TTFN.

			There is no name signed, no mobile phone number . . . nothing.

			Who still writes TTFN?

			Maybe, if I hold the note before me as I enter, the author will recognise her scribblings and beckon to me across the pub.

			I take a deep breath and wrench open the door.

			The pub is much smaller than I imagined. One step in and I’m in the middle of the floor with a short bar to my right and several small wooden tables to my left. Instantly I spy the sign for the toilets – useful in case I need a bolthole. A group of men lean against the bar; another crowd stand beneath the plasma screen blaring football results. The only other occupants are two women seated on the far side, both staring in my direction.

			Is it a toilet dash or a cheery hello to the pair of staring strangers?

			‘Hello, I’m Benjamina,’ I say, walking straight towards their table. My smile is firmly fixed in place and won’t falter even if I’ve made a giant faux pas and they sheepishly exchange a glance signalling ‘Who the hell is this?’

			‘Wow, finally! We thought you’d got lost,’ jokes the younger woman.

			‘Lovely to meet you,’ says the older one, her hand wrapped about her gin glass.

			‘Benni for short,’ I add, uncertain which side of the table to sit. I opt for the chair beside the older lady.

			‘Emma Grund,’ says the younger woman, her brown eyes holding my gaze.

			‘I’m Ruth. Ruth Elton,’ offers the other lady, before sipping her gin.

			‘Well, Benni, why don’t you grab yourself a drink and we’ll introduce ourselves properly,’ says Emma, her dark eyes blinking quickly. She appears pleased to see me; I’m hoping she’s not one of those people who can be overfamiliar in a heartbeat.

			I leave my seat, nudging the table as I sidle past it awkwardly. Maybe I should have gone to the bar first before joining them, but then what if they weren’t the right females? I’d have looked a plonker standing alone, drink in hand, or worse still, dashing into the toilets with it.

			As I approach the group of men near the bar, I avert my eyes and focus intently on the wine taps. I know if I lift my gaze for a fraction of a second, I’ll see them noticing me. I might see their sideways glances, their heads nodding in my direction, and even worse, their mouthed comments, which they think are funny but which I know from past experience can be hurtful and unnecessary. So I continue to stare at the wine taps while the pretty bartender delivers change to her previous customer and receives a grateful ‘Cheers, Marla’ in response.

			‘What can I get you?’ she asks, her row of perfect teeth framed by a wide smile.

			‘A large glass of medium house white, please,’ I reply, dividing my attention between the bartender and my purse. I don’t need to witness any unpleasant gestures or comments from those further along the bar.

			A colourful display of crisps and nuts stands beneath the optics calling my name and luring me to buy. I could murder a large bag of scampi fries or dry-roasted peanuts, but . . . I can’t. I shouldn’t. I mustn’t be tempted.

			I talk myself into just having the wine. I don’t want to be crunching while the two women are talking to me. I’m trying to give a good first impression.

			‘That’s all, thanks,’ I quickly say, before my brain can request the much-wanted snacks.

			Back at the table, the two women look up and smile as I approach. I’m not disappointed by my fellow holidaymakers; I get along better with older people. I automatically feel inferior to women of my own age, not because of anything they do, but more due to my own insecurities.

			‘Sorry I’m late. My train journey involved three changes, and then I had to catch a bus – not to mention the hike up that huge hill,’ I joke, gratefully sipping my wine.

			‘I caught the train but got a taxi from Paignton station,’ says Emma, looking at Ruth.

			‘Same here, though just one change for me.’

			I can hear a unifying tone in their accents.

			‘Are you both from the Midlands?’ I ask.

			‘Rugeley,’ says Emma.

			‘Tamworth,’ says Ruth.

			‘Wow, no way – I’m from Burntwood.’ I laugh. Emma and I can only live ten miles from one another. ‘How the hell does that happen?’

			‘You travel to the other side of the country only to meet people from your own doorstep; how funny is that?’ says Emma, unceremoniously spluttering her wine across the table.

			We laugh and shake our heads at the bizarre nature of coincidence.

			Or is it fate?

			Emma

			‘Seriously, you contemplate booking a holiday, which you are in desperate need of, but then you start thinking: but with who? All my girlfriends are married or busy raising their children, some refuse to do British holidays any more, so I kept putting it off. It was only when I saw the advert—’

			‘The one about cosy comforts?’ interrupts Ruth eagerly.

			I nod before continuing.

			‘Yep, the very one. Emma, I said to myself, just bloody do it – stop faffing about and pay the deposit . . . and that was that!’

			‘I did the same. It took me two weeks to get myself sorted, though, as I had to make arrangements for my mother. We live together . . . she has dementia,’ says Ruth, giving a tiny shrug after her explanation. ‘My father was killed in a car accident when I was twelve, so I look after my mum.’

			‘Oh dear, is it difficult for you to be here?’ asks Benni, her tone softly comforting.

			‘Yes, yes, it is. I haven’t had a holiday in years, so it felt like a huge decision for me to come away and organise for Mum to go into respite care for the two weeks . . .’ Ruth’s sentence fades; she seems to be struggling to justify her own needs.

			‘Will she be OK?’ asks Benni, a look of concern eclipsing her features. I’ve taken an instant liking to this young woman. She’s not the age group I was hoping for, but still, she seems a genuine sort.

			I watch as Ruth seems to shrink into herself. ‘I’m not sure.’ She shrugs. ‘Her doctors assure me she’ll be fine, and the care home seems lovely, but you never know what she’s thinking or feeling. She might do very well for a few days and have a good sense of clarity, but then suddenly relapse. She’s steadily getting worse.’

			‘I’m sure she’ll enjoy herself. The time will fly by,’ says Benni, sounding uncertain of her words.

			‘Good for you,’ I add quickly, hoping my delayed reaction doesn’t imply that I think badly of Ruth.

			‘You deserve a break from the daily routine just as much as we do,’ chimes in Benni, obviously catching my drift.

			‘And you, Benni – have you got a job?’ I ask.

			‘Of sorts. I do agency work at the local vinegar factory near to where I live.’

			‘Agency?’ I ask, taking in her appearance: a natural freckly complexion, a defined dimpled chin and a blonde ponytail, the fullness of which I’d kill for. Her cotton T-shirt is simple but unflattering given her fuller figure, but as long as she’s comfortable, what does it matter?

			‘Yeah, there’s very little chance of a permanent job at the moment, so I have a contract with an agency, who send me wherever I’m needed. It’s all a bit up in the air most of the time, but I get called back to the vinegar factory most weeks.’

			‘Won’t they employ you directly?’ asks Ruth, playing with her empty glass.

			‘It’s difficult. The agency tie you into their contracts, and if you get offered a full-time job with the company, there’s a release fee to be paid. So to employ me, the factory would need to pay more upfront, but then they’d save money because the agency charge so bloody much to send me there. It’s ridiculous, if you ask me.’

			‘Sounds like a rip-off,’ I say, shaking my head.

			‘It means I’m stuck for the time being,’ agrees Benni, adjusting her T-shirt to cover her elasticated waistband.

			Our three glasses sit empty before us.

			‘Shall we have another drink here, or should we mosey on over to the cottage and I’ll rustle up something to eat for us all?’

			Ruth and Benni exchange a quick glance and a decision is made.

			‘To the cottage!’ announces Benni, pushing her chair back.

			Ruth

			I feel awful as we walk the short distance back to Rose Cottage from the Queen’s Arms. It’s literally twenty steps, and yet my silence seems so obvious. I need to start coping with this. I believe the term is ‘self-care’. I need to start looking after myself a little better, but as soon as I mention my mother, that wave of guilt washes over me and I could burst out crying.

			Emma unlocks the key safe and lets us into the cottage. It’s such a sweet cottage, and suitably named. I wish our climbing rose at home blossomed and bloomed as this one does above the lounge window. Though I suppose it would be awkward to dead-head each year, a ladder job for sure. I wouldn’t cope well with that task; it would definitely be overlooked whilst I cared for Mum. Sadly, every job is overlooked in favour of Mum’s care.

			I follow the other two into the hallway, past the staircase, and head for the galley kitchen at the rear of the cottage, which leads off the dining room.

			‘I dumped my belongings in the lounge when I found your note,’ explains Benni. ‘Have you both chosen a bedroom?’

			As Emma explains the bedroom set-up, I listen, hoping to chase away my negative thoughts.

			‘Ruth has taken the first bedroom on the first floor, me the second – but I didn’t unpack in case you didn’t like the large bedroom with the en suite on the top floor. The choice is yours. I’ll happily move rooms.’

			I watch Benni’s eyes widen at the mention of an en suite. I secretly wanted that room, but felt it looked a little pushy to ask when Emma and I were deciding. I should be grateful that I’m on holiday at all, I remind myself sternly.

			‘I’ll go take a look, shall I?’ says Benni, hastily leaving the dining room as Emma wanders through to the kitchen and opens the fridge.

			‘The owners have left us a welcome hamper: eggs, cheese, butter, milk . . . some button mushrooms and cherry tomatoes – sounds like an omelette to me!’ calls Emma, her back end poking out from the fridge door.

			‘Sounds fine to me, though you might want to run it past Benni too,’ I say, settling myself at the dining table, unusual by design given its rustic, artisan style.

			‘Phuh! I’m sure she eats anything,’ calls the muted voice from the kitchen.

			I wince. I’m sure Emma didn’t mean to be rude, but that sounded a little offensive, given the young woman’s size.

			Emma’s head pokes around the kitchen door.

			‘Sorry, did that sound a bit . . . ? What I meant was, who doesn’t like omelettes? Eggs, cheese and milk – surely everyone eats those.’

			‘Of course, but she might have allergies or such like,’ I say, pushing the original comment aside. No offence caused or meant, plus Benni didn’t hear the remark.

			‘Yes, right you are . . . allergies – I’ll ask.’ Emma disappears and I hear the sound of frying pans and cooking utensils being gathered. I hope she doesn’t start cracking eggs before she checks with Benni.

			Benjamina

			I climb the staircase to the first landing, then take the second set of stairs up to the final floor, which opens into a massive bedroom complete with a stunning view of the surrounding rooftops and the harbour beyond.

			I linger by the window, getting my breath back.

			Two flights of stairs might be an issue, but I want this room. I hope I don’t have to be polite and give it up for Emma. I feel like a child excited purely by the prospect of waking up in the morning and seeing this is all just for me. My bedroom at home, being my mother’s bungalow, is the tiny box room that first-time buyers use as their nursery. I’m still in my nursery aged twenty-five – how bad is that! Though given my crap wages and employment prospects, it’s hardly surprising.

			I lean against the window ledge and admire the sky-high view. To my right I can see a tier effect of pretty cottages built into the hillside looming high above Lower Manor Road up which I’d struggled to walk earlier. To my left is the local pub from which we’ve just walked. It looks tiny from here, yet seemed so big as I stood plucking up the courage to enter. I was lucky that Ruth and Emma were literally inside the doorway waiting for me. How awful would it have been if I’d walked in and straight out again, then had to greet them back here at the cottage after they’d witnessed my faux pas! Cringe-worthy or what?

			Emma

			‘I’ll take the top floor, if that’s still OK with you, Emma?’

			I turn at hearing my name to see Benni entering the kitchen, her face all smiles and freckles.

			‘Sure thing, I don’t mind either way. Are you OK with omelettes?’ I ask, eager to begin cooking.

			‘Sounds good to me. I’ll volunteer to be the official washer-upper, given that I can’t cook.’

			‘Can’t or won’t?’ I ask, looking at her under my fringe.

			‘Can’t. I burn everything.’

			‘Didn’t you have home economics lessons at your school?’ I ask, unsure how anyone can get to their mid twenties without learning how to cook.

			‘We did, though it’s called food technology now. I didn’t join in every lesson . . . my mum didn’t always have the right ingredients in the cupboard. I dropped it in Year Nine when I chose my options, so I still burn everything.’

			‘It’s just a matter of getting your timings right . . . For a second there I thought you were one of the new generation who refuse to cook,’ I add, seeing Ruth standing behind Benni’s frame. ‘It’s not the done thing, apparently. It sounds to me as if you’ve simply never had the right guidance or instruction. I’ll happily teach you; you never know, you might enjoy it.’

			‘I despise cooking, it just feels like another daily chore to me,’ says Ruth, over Benni’s shoulder. ‘I always end up cooking the same things; it’s easier and quicker than faffing about with anything new.’

			‘I have a go sometimes,’ Benni says, ‘but I’m not organised enough and I never understand the recipes properly, so normally I do the shopping and my mum cooks. The only time I enjoyed cooking was for a school charity event – the school provided the ingredients and I made tiny chocolate truffles to sell to the parents.’ There’s a sudden flicker of pleasure in her voice.

			‘Ladies, I promise you that for the next two weeks I’ll be in my element as long as you don’t ask me for twice-fried chips, breaded mushrooms or chicken Kiev,’ I say, cracking eggs into a mixing bowl.

			‘I’ll wash and tidy after you produce the goods then,’ says Benni.

			‘And I’ll . . . well, I’ll keep the cottage clean and do the shopping, so fair’s fair,’ offers Ruth.

			‘That sounds perfect,’ I assure them.

			As I whisk the eggs and add a little seasoning, my earlier reservations are forgotten. Despite the age differences, I think we’ll be fine together for the next fortnight.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Sunday 19 August

			Ruth

			I wake with a start just after 5.30 a.m. A quick glance around the unfamiliar bedroom and instantly I feel lost. Alone. Panicked. My heart is racing. Desperately recalling yesterday’s events in order to explain the here and now.

			My recall is swift: Brixham. I lie back and stare at the dusky shapes of unfamiliar furniture arranged around the room. My heart rate is easing, my sense of belonging returning.

			Is this how Mum feels each time she forgets herself – like an almighty jolt from dreamland to a reality she doesn’t recognise or understand? Does she experience this exact confusion a million times a day? Or is panic a memory from her childhood that has faded too?

			A lump clogs my throat. I feel like crying.

			I need to stop doing this to myself. Berating myself every minute of the day. I have spent the past five years caring for her needs. I give her every free hour I have, and yet here I am feeling as guilty as hell for making time for myself. Two weeks to do as I please, when I please, and yet . . .

			A creak outside my bedroom door distracts my thoughts. Who is it, Emma or Benjamina?

			I can’t tell whether the direction of movement is from along the corridor or down from above, but either way somebody is up and wide awake.

			Seconds later, I hear the front door click.

			Boy, someone’s an early riser.

			I throw back the duvet and hobble to the window. My back isn’t as good as it used to be, as much as I try to stay active. I can’t combat the strain of lifting Mum in and out of the bath. We need to think about changing the bathroom to facilitate her needs.

			I pull aside the bedroom curtain and peer into the darkened road below.

			Benni.

			The sun isn’t even up yet, but she’s out and about. That’s unusual for the younger generation in my experience: my son, Jack, gets up as late as possible, every day of the week.

			I watch her saunter down the hill, not a care in the world, so lucky to have her entire life ahead of her.

			I sigh.

			If only.

			Shopping or sightseeing? Surely, it’s too early for either. Or simply wishing to escape her daily life to enjoy the sea, sand and sunshine. Or like me, with no plans, no hopes and no dreams.

			I return to bed, chastising myself for not being gracious at fifty-two, mature in my outlook. Instead, I harbour resentment deep within. It’s difficult, even with Jack. He doesn’t understand that he should make the most of life, stop wasting his days. While he’s free from a mortgage, free from worries, ill health and . . . responsibilities.

			‘Stop it.’ The words leave my mouth, my conscience sick of hearing the same broken record of woe and self-destruction that is my internal monologue.

			Youth is wasted on the young, just accept it.

			Benjamina

			I pull the front door closed behind me, having checked that there is a key in the safe. I’m sure neither Ruth nor Emma will be happy if I have to bang on the front door on my return.

			Usually on holiday I’m a lounge-about person, I take my time doing things, but this morning I had a sudden urge to be up, dressed and out. I can’t say I have ever done this before, but why not? I’m on holiday, I can do as I please for the next two weeks. I have no one to answer to, no one shouting their orders and no restrictions about spending time doing whatever I please. Bloody hell, this is a first, and I’m determined to make the most of it.

			Before I know it, I’m halfway down Church Street, bracing myself for the steep incline, which is just as difficult to walk down as it is to walk up. Go figure that one! I’m wearing flat ballet pumps, but still it’s no picnic. Shoes are a major concern for me given how swollen my feet can become. I live in ballet pumps. No heel, no ridged seams, but sadly no cushioning insole either. I can feel every bump and edge of these cobbled streets, which will play havoc with my feet as the day goes by. I might need to invest in a decent pair of sturdy shoes if I’m to walk these hills each day.

			I weave my way down amongst the quaint cottages, stopping at benches that appear like magic at various points, before reaching the main road. I have no idea where I’m heading, but taking a gentle stroll in the soft morning light seems like the thing to do when staying in a harbour town. I’ve never been to Brixham before and if it wasn’t for the advert I’d spotted offering a sense of security amongst other solo holidaymakers – I probably wouldn’t be here now.

			I pass shop after shop, all closed given the early hour, but I assume they will be busy with tourists and locals alike once nine o’clock arrives. Gift shops, charity shops and fish and chips shops line my route as I gently plod through the empty streets. It’s comforting to see the familiar names – the Co-op, Costa Coffee and Superdrug – hiding amongst the local shop frontages.

			My usual routine on a Sunday is a long lie-in, followed by several hours dedicated to a box set and maybe a leisurely afternoon spent flicking through magazines. Early evening is spent dreading Monday’s shift on the production line at Vine Yard’s vinegar factory. A factory floor filled with rowdy women bantering back and forth about their kids and noisy machines pounding in your ears followed by a bus ride and a lonely walk home contemplating my prospects.

			I stop walking.

			What prospects? I don’t have any. I haven’t any hobbies as such. When was the last time I heard from my school friends? I used to speak to Lesley Crawford every Sunday, but not recently, in fact not since the weekend when we discussed the Olympics opening ceremony. When did she stop calling? Does everyone lose their school friends once they reach their mid twenties?

			Laid bare as pure facts, my daily existence is even sadder than I imagined.

			I resume my walk. In the far distance I can see various landmarks – a lighthouse, the harbour wall, an ancient-looking sailing ship complete with complicated rigging and crow’s nest – any one of which will be a welcome destination when I finally arrive. I’ll sit and quietly watch Brixham wake on a Sunday morning.

			Crossing the main road, I arrive at the harbour wall, where hoardings announce that the Golden Hind will open at 10.30. I’m not usually interested in museums and such like, but it might be worth a look around if the weather turns nasty one day. Looking towards the dawn inching across the horizon, I doubt I’ll need a rainy-day pursuit today.

			I continue to plod along the length of the harbour wall, watching the high tide lap at the edges. The sound is so relaxing, reminding me that I can forget about everything for the next fortnight – as if I haven’t already.

			I glance at my watch: 5.55. No doubt my mum will be fast asleep after a good night at the Liberal Club with her friends, and Dan, my older brother, might still be out with his cronies, having pulled an all-nighter at a dingy poker game. A wave of guilt snags at my conscience before I hastily chase it away. For the next two weeks I’m not responsible for anyone else in my family; just myself. I won’t need to struggle on the bus with the weekly shop, or keep a cautious eye on the recycling box to make sure there aren’t too many empty bottles visible to the neighbours. As for the daily mess around the bungalow, they’ll need to sort themselves out; a quick run-around with the vacuum and a spot of washing-up won’t harm them. I can’t imagine that Dan even knows where I keep the clean tea towels.

			I focus my attention on the fleet of boats in the distance heading towards a point further ahead. I quicken my pace, interested to see what lies around the corner from the harbour. I pass shops and pubs all with their metal shutters tightly fastened, but as I follow the harbour wall around the corner, I see that the boats are docking at the far end. Several are already anchored there, and a number of men are energetically throwing white plastic boxes to one another before the final guy in the line piles them on to the harbour’s edge.

			Is this the morning’s fishing catch?

			I stand a short distance from the nearest boat and watch, mesmerised by the busy nature of the scene. Men old and young, dressed in heavy coats and woollen hats, with brightly coloured dungaree waders, bantering light-heartedly as they play catch with the plastic boxes.

			Each boat is top heavy with equipment and metal work as the busy bodies beneath unload quickly. On the harbour side, other men stride back and forth wheeling trolleys piled with crates. It looks like an ants’ nest, where everyone has a job and everyone knows his role.

			I linger a while before seating myself on the large concrete step beside the harbour. I can rest my legs, watch the dawn lightening the morning sky and enjoy seeing the catch brought in.

			How perfect. A million miles away from a Sunday morning at Redwood Drive, Burntwood.

			‘Are you all right there?’

			The voice startles me. I didn’t see the man approach.

			I point to the boats, as if that answers his question.

			‘It’s not a good haul today; we did much better yesterday,’ he explains, removing his woollen hat and stuffing it into his pocket. ‘You visiting, are ya?’

			Once revealed, his brown curls tumble in large loops, and his gentle hazel eyes stare inquisitively. I don’t reply, but simply stare back.

			‘Are you OK?’

			‘Sorry, I’m just watching . . .’

			‘That’s fine. I thought . . . Oh, never mind.’ He turns away to look at the nearest boat before turning back to face me.

			‘Is that your boat then?’ I ask, unsure of myself, wondering if I’ve caused offence.

			‘Trawler . . . it’s a fishing trawler.’ He laughs, a smile spreading across his wide mouth. ‘Don’t let my dad hear you calling it a boat; he’ll put you out to work for a night so you never make the same mistake again.’

			‘Trawler,’ I correct myself. ‘Yours?’

			He shakes his head, his curls dancing.

			‘Nah, my dad’s . . . and his dad’s before that. She’s bloody ancient, to be fair, but she’s got plenty of years in her yet. She might be mine one day.’

			‘And you’ve been out all night?’ I ask, thinking of another male who could well be dragging himself home after a skin full – though I doubt Dan has netted any return for his evening.

			‘Since one o’clock this morning. We didn’t go too far today, but some nights we leave at ten o’clock and return for the fish market.’

			‘The fish market?’

			‘Yeah, just in there. They’ll be auctioning our catch to the local restaurants, and maybe some top-notch London kitchens. Our catch might end up being sent anywhere and used for all sorts of posh nosh, or for simple fish and chips sold literally over there.’ He points to the nearest row of shops and pubs.

			‘So you’re a fisherman?’ I ask.

			‘Yeah, that’s me and many more around these parts. We go out every day and net what we can, when we can. It’s a real job.’

			It’s my turn to laugh.

			‘Sorry, that was such a stupid question,’ I say, ‘but where I live, people like me don’t ever think about . . . fishing.’ I nod towards the trawler.

			‘And what do you do?’

			‘Nothing much . . . I work at a vinegar factory back home. I’m on the bottling production line.’

			He gives a small laugh. ‘And here, people like me, don’t think about the likes of you doing such a job.’

			‘I suppose not.’

			He smiles and extends his hand towards me.

			‘I’m Ziggy. Nice to meet you.’

			‘Benni,’ I say, taking his hand for a brief shake. I can feel the calluses at the base of each finger, his rugged nails and weathered brown skin. Quite different from my podgy white fingers complete with French manicure.

			‘You arrived yesterday, I take it?’

			I nod.

			‘Most folks come on a Saturday. One week or two?’

			‘Two.’

			‘With family?’ he asks, removing his woollen hat from his pocket.

			‘No . . .’ I hesitate, unsure how to explain the three solo holidaymakers in Rose Cottage. ‘With friends, actually.’ It isn’t entirely a lie; after last night I’m sure we’ll get along just fine.

			‘That’s nice . . . Right, I’d best make haste so we can finish for the day. It’s been good chatting to you; see you another time.’

			I repeat the sentiment and watch as Ziggy does a slow jog back towards the outbuildings of the fish market parallel with the row of bobbing trawlers.

			I scan the horizon; the morning’s blue sky is nearly in place. Behind me, row after row of cottages painted in pastel shades stare out across the harbour. Somewhere amongst them is the steep road I need to navigate in order to claim a decent breakfast and a morning cuppa.

			I get up from my concrete seat, adjust my baggy T-shirt to cover the tops of my leggings and set off slowly back along the harbour wall.

			Emma

			I don’t want to seem pushy, but I might as well use my strengths during the holiday rather than ignore them. I mash the tea while flipping the waffles, delighted that my early morning stroll to the local Co-op has resulted in maple syrup and a bounty of local produce for our holiday cottage.

			As the sweet smell of the waffles fills the air, I feel on cloud nine. It seems so long since I’ve taken delight in preparing food – five years, ten years at a guess – but this feels right. This is where my heart lies, cooking good food to be enjoyed in a . . . I look about the tiny galley kitchen . . . in a location where the vibe is positive and my talents will be appreciated.

			‘Morning!’ Ruth makes me jump with her sudden interruption. ‘That smells wonderful.’

			‘Good morning, did you sleep
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