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        Just outside St Aidan, Cornwall

        Sequins and a following wind

        Wednesday

      

      

      Wouldn’t you know it? After three hundred miles of trouble-free driving since London, half an hour before St Aidan I opt for the short cut down the lanes, and now my trusty Mini convertible is at a standstill, stuck behind a line of cars.

      I groan at Shadow the dog, who lifts his big brown head briefly, then settles back across the back seat, buoyed up by the bags I couldn’t fit in the boot. ‘It’s only April, it’s not even warm enough for us to have the hood down. Surely the holiday hold-ups can’t have started already?’

      As I smack the flat of my hand on the steering wheel, even singing along to Miley Cyrus’s ‘Flowers’ doesn’t help any. I hope this first snowflake of doubt about moving back to Cornwall doesn’t become an avalanche of all the downsides I’ve forgotten in the decade since I left. As I look over the hedge to the expanse of pale blue sea beyond the fields, and catch my first glimpse of St Aidan, its picturesque pastel-coloured cottages stacked across the hillside in the curve of the bay, I hang on tight to the wave of wild optimism that brought me here.

      When my mum rang me at the end of January to ask if I would like to buy the beach hut her friend Ivy was selling for a knock-down price, it felt like serendipity. True, a dilapidated shack on the sand dunes in a village at the edge of the world wasn’t anywhere on my radar at the time, but with my life in London crumbling around me, it felt like the lifeline I’d been waiting for.

      Four years earlier I was in my late twenties and everything I’d ever wanted had finally clicked into place. I was a team manager at a buzzy post-industrial bar called The Circus, where the only things loftier than the drink prices were the high-wire performers. I was in love with my adorable boyfriend, Dillon, a hot-shot engineer and childhood friend with whom I’d reconnected with in St Aidan town centre the New Year’s Eve I was twenty-three. Home was a swanky rental in N16, and we were sure enough about our future to have secretly made our own wedding rings. There we were, researching honeymoon destinations, debating whether to spend the savings on a flat deposit, a fabulous elopement or the wedding of the decade. Speeding towards the public announcement of our engagement. And then one routine cervical smear test result blew all that out of the water.

      Except that’s not entirely true. My cancer diagnosis knocked the breath out of us, but after that I threw everything at it, and Dillon was with me all the way. When I wasn’t able to work, I couldn’t have asked for better support. When I went back to waitressing and it wore me out, I even managed to reboot my career, and started doing audio-book narration instead.

      But it was as if that battle used up an entire lifetime of love. Before I was ill, we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. But by the time I had the tentative all-clear, our relationship was over too.

      Dillon took the fabulous promotion in Dubai he’d been holding off on and paid a year’s rent on our flat to give me some breathing space. For spending money, I let out the spare room to an Estonian PhD student called Elise, who was mostly out at the lab. Then I threw myself into my work.

      And for a few quiet months it felt like I’d cracked it. Then one minor surgical procedure left me with a throat rasp from the breathing tube, which means my voice now gives out a few pages into the manuscripts I read, so working my new job wasn’t possible. And sadly, however big the tips, I’m way past picking up my old job, because I’m simply not that extrovert, life-of-the-party woman who persuaded revellers to buy round after crazily priced round. As I feel now, I doubt I could give cocktails away.

      When I first arrived in London in my late teens, I vowed I’d stay for ever, but lately my luck has run dry, which is why, when the beach hut came up, I jumped at the opportunity. A place so sleepy that nothing ever happens might once have been my private nightmare, but it’s the perfect refuge for where my life is now. Four walls and a roof are all I need; they might be a million miles away from the fifth-floor luxury living with a basement gym I’m giving up, but at least they’re mine. If I hide myself away and live very quietly, I should be able to make my savings last until I’m able to ease back into my audio-book work again.

      There’s a sympathetic snort from Shadow in the back seat, but before I can thank him for his doggy solidarity on traffic issues, I catch sight of the signage on the car in front of mine in the queue and my sinking heart gives a skip.

      
        
        The Little Cornish Kitchen! Delicious afternoon teas and events, Seaspray Cottage, St Aidan!

      

      

      My fairy godmother must be looking down on me more than I know!

      The Little Cornish Kitchen is run by Clemmie, one of my older sister’s besties, whom I’ve known my entire life. As a figure in a blue flowery dress appears around the back of the car, pushing back a mass of auburn curly hair, I’m already out on the road and grinning.

      ‘Clemmie! This is the best surprise ever! What’s going on?’

      Her cheeks are flushed as she nods at the child asleep in the back seat of her vehicle. ‘Bud and I were out delivering a tray-bake order. Everyone stopped because a dog was out in the road, but a driver in front caught him and now they’re all zooming off.’

      I tense as I think of Shadow running loose in traffic, then relax again as Clemmie’s arm flops onto my shoulder. Since Shadow and I rescued each other, he’s done a great job at plugging the gaps that opened up in my life when Dillon and I parted. Who needs a partner when you’ve got a large hairy dog who sneaks on the bed the second the light goes out, and shares your addiction to custard creams?

      Clemmie’s beaming. ‘You’re the surprise here!! Who’d have thought we’d ever see London devotee Florence May moving back to St Aidan?’

      Definitely not me, that’s for sure. But I keep that to myself, go in for the hug then pull back when I collide with her bump. ‘Nice work, Mrs Hobson! You’re already bigger than when you had Bud!’

      Clemmie clutches her stomach. ‘It’s a boy this time. He’s due in a month, which is why I’ve been having these practice contractions all week.’ She blows out a breath and leans back on the car wing. ‘Between us, Flossie, when the traffic in front stopped, I was pleased to get out and rub my aching back.’

      Clemmie, my sister Sophie, Dillon’s sister Plum and a lovely woman called Nell are a group of friends who go all the way back to when our pregnant mums met at the Mums and Bumps group thirty-six years ago. Obviously, Dillon was already there, and I came along a bit later, but even as we’ve moved elsewhere, we’ve always all met up back in St Aidan.

      Wall-to-wall weddings go with our age group, and some summers there was one a month. Around the time I was turning up here bloated from the steroids, having lost every bit of hair including my eyebrows with the chemo, Clemmie and her partner Charlie were trying for a baby and being endlessly disappointed. And Nell was another one who thought kids were never going to happen for her and her partner George.

      When you’re thirty and struggling to conceive you’re right on the outside, especially at parties, and as my own chances of ever having a family of my own dwindled too, Nell, Clemmie and I stuck together. Being alcohol-free, we couldn’t even console ourselves by necking the free booze and getting off our faces. We sat through so many receptions, waving our mocktails and rolling our eyes at those lucky women who’d stopped taking their pills and caught on the first try.

      But eventually Clemmie got lucky. Her and Charlie’s last-chance IVF baby, Bud, arrived last year. The whole village had shared their struggle to become parents and was equally delighted when Clemmie’s surprise second pregnancy turned up out of the blue last Christmas.

      Clemmie brightens and pushes herself upright again. ‘Nell’s baby’s due around the same time.’

      Anyone other than Clemmie and Nell, I might have found their pregnancies hard to watch, but no one deserves a happy family more than those two. From Clemmie’s screwed-up face, it’s clear she’s still not ready to get back into the car, so I put my urgency to see my new home to one side, and carry on with our catch-up.

      ‘Did Bud enjoy her first birthday?’

      Clemmie opens her eyes and blows again. ‘You bet!’

      When I look again, she’s turned and is holding onto the edge of the car roof. ‘Everything okay there, Clems?’

      She waves away my concern. ‘I’ve rung Charlie, he’s on his way to drive us home.’ She tenses again, then smiles. ‘Enough about babies. Tell me about this beach house you’ve bought. Sophie pointed it out from across the bay when we were at theirs.’

      What I haven’t said yet, is that Sophie is ‘Sophie May’, the multi-national cosmetics magnate who began her business on her kitchen table as a single mum in her twenties and now advertises in Good Housekeeping and dresses in pale aqua to match her products. She’s as tiny, blonde and polished as I am sprawling, dark and messy. She also has a gorgeous husband, Nate, four kids and a clifftop castle called Siren House. It’s good that I never make comparisons; the only thing I ever did better than her was being a teenage goth.

      I’m not sure how much Clemmie’s taking in, but I say it anyway. ‘It’s more a shed than a house, but I’ll be over the moon if it’s half as pretty in real life as it looks on Google Satellite.’

      Clemmie stops and stares at me. ‘You haven’t seen it yet?’

      ‘It was fully checked out by Mum.’ What’s not to like about a beach hut? – especially one at the tired, deserted end of town I prefer. ‘I fast-tracked the sale because of the dog-friendly garden. It’ll be Shadow and me, and seclusion by the sea.’

      Clemmie frowns at me. ‘You do know St Aidan won’t be that peaceful with us lot here…?’ She clamps her hand to her stomach again. ‘Fuck! Sorry, Bud!’

      As students in a flat-share in my early twenties, we watched every episode of One Born Every Minute, so I know the signs. I don’t want to panic, but if she’s swearing like that this baby could be here a lot sooner than next month.

      ‘Would you like to sit down, Clemmie?’ I reach into my car for a rug and as I shake it out on the verge another car’s drawing up.

      By the time the driver gets out, Clemmie’s on all fours in the field gateway.

      ‘Everything okay here? Do you need any help?’

      I’m staring up into slate-grey eyes under dark curly hair, breathing in the kind of sophisticated aftershave that makes my knees go weak. Add gin and kiss thoroughly … is not any thought I should be having when my bestie is doubled up in agony on the grass and I’m starting my new single life.

      I pull myself together. ‘I’m Florence. My pregnant friend Clemmie is having contractions. Could you possibly phone 999 and say the words “rapid labour” while I check she’s okay?’

      Clemmie lets out a wail. ‘No one needs an ambulance, Floss! A few minutes down here and I’ll be… Arrrggghhh!’

      As the guy gets straight through and starts giving the details of our location, the echo in my head tells me it’s not the first time I’ve seen those dark curls and that half smile. Then it hits me that I’m not in Stoke Newington anymore with nine million strangers – in St Aidan everyone local looks familiar because they all are.

      He catches my eye. ‘The nearest ambulance is fifteen minutes away, they’re doing their best to get someone here.’

      As he returns to his phone Clemmie grabs my hand. ‘I’m so sorry, Floss, you’re the last person who should be helping me through this.’

      I kneel down beside her and dab the sweat off her forehead. We both know she’s right. Before I was ill, having kids had never crossed my mind, but when the chemo snatched that possibility away from me, it changed my mindset in ways I couldn’t have predicted. I try not to make a big thing of it, but when I know I won’t ever be pregnant or give birth to a child of my own, keeping babies at a safe distance is a self-preservation instinct.

      But Clemmie didn’t plan for this – I have to dig deep, and get on with it. ‘I might be the best person to help! A woman at The Circus went into labour once, so it’s not my first time!’

      That puts a stop to her contractions, and she turns to look at me. ‘Don’t leave me hanging – tell me what happened?’

      I shouldn’t have started this. ‘An off-duty paramedic leaped into action and caught the baby in his T-shirt.’ I call up to the guy on his phone. ‘You’re not a doctor by any chance?’

      He shakes his head. ‘Sorry, I’m a metallurgist.’

      Damn. It was worth a try.

      Clemmie’s eyes are level with my boobs as she pants. As she reads the logo on my chest, her face clears with the recognition. ‘The Libertines at Reading, 2010 … I was there, with Sophie!’

      I grin. ‘This used to be her T-shirt.’ It felt like an auspicious choice to wear for coming back. When I dressed the part and slung it over my spangly bikini top this morning I didn’t intend being out in a force ten gale blowing off the sea.

      Clemmie’s gasp turns to a wail. ‘Sophie will have kittens if you catch Arnie in that!’ Her calling the baby by name makes him sound alarmingly like a living, breathing person rather than a bump.

      I laugh because what people forget is, if you stand up to Sophie she’ll usually back down. ‘It’s my top now, she shouldn’t have given it away.’ Then the full weight of what Clemmie said sinks in. ‘How close is this baby?’

      The guy kneels down on the grass beside us. ‘I’ll put the emergency centre on speakerphone. They’re asking, can you see the head yet?’

      I wait until Clemmie opens her eyes again. ‘Is the head there, Clems?’

      There are damp strands of her hair sticking to her forehead as she lets out a whimper. ‘I think it might be.’

      ‘Shouldn’t we be waiting for Charlie?’ I’m playing for time here, but I untuck my vest from my shorts just in case. ‘He can’t be far away, he’s going to be devastated if he misses this.’

      ‘I might need to push…’

      I’m all about the practicalities here. ‘What about your pants, Clems?’

      ‘I gave up on those weeks ago…’ Her next groan is so loud it obliterates any relief her answer just gave me.

      The guy is keeping up a running commentary into his phone as Clemmie’s face turns redder. ‘She’s on her knees, pushing now, and her friend Florence is beside her, steadying her hips.’

      The sound of a siren might be blowing on the wind, but I could be dreaming that. And I might be the one steadying myself as I grasp Clemmie’s waist, not the other way around.

      A woman’s voice is echoing across from the phone. ‘You and your baby are going to be fine, Clemmie, we’ll talk you through… Grasp the baby as it comes, Florence… Hold on to it firmly…’

      I peel off my vest, drop back behind Clemmie, and push past the flowery fabric of her dress. My most valuable cargo to date was a tray of diamond sparkle champagne cocktails someone paid thousands of pounds for, but the small body I’m reaching for with my outstretched fingers is so much more precious.

      I gasp as the full weight of a baby lands in my hands. He’s warm as I pull him tightly against the skin of my bare midriff. I should be shouting, so everyone can hear, but the most I can manage is a whisper. ‘I’ve got the baby, Clems! He’s really heavy!’

      As she collapses sideways onto the rug, I move in beside her. ‘You’ve done it, Clemmie, Arnie is here!’

      What the hell happens now?

      The next seconds stretch to an age, then there’s a small splutter, and a cry that turns to a wail. I take in a crumpled face and tiny fists as I sit back on my heels and try to pull the vest around him.

      As I slide him onto Clemmie’s chest her cheeks are wet with tears and she’s shuddering. ‘Thanks, Floss. I d-didn’t expect this when I set off!’ She looks down at the bundle in her arms. ‘He’s beautiful, isn’t he?’

      I swallow back a sob. ‘Another redhead too.’

      Her eyes go wide as if she’s had another thought. ‘If you want a custard cream blondie, help yourself from the car!’ She clasps my hand. ‘They are still your favourite?’

      Then there’s a blur of bright red vehicles and blue lights further along the road and as the tyres skid to a halt on the gravel I’m thinking this must be a mistake.

      ‘Didn’t we call for an ambulance?’

      The first two men are already kneeling down beside us. ‘We firemen are the local first responders; you’re in safe hands with us.’ He pauses to grin. ‘If in doubt, Blue Watch will sort you out!’

      The second one frowns at me. ‘We’ll fill in until the paramedics arrive. The next bit is the umbilical chord, then the placenta.’

      I drop a kiss on Clemmie’s cheek. ‘I’d better make room for the professionals!’

      As I hear the emergency centre hand over to the crew on the ground a third guy is looking down at us. ‘Clemmie Hobson! Having a baby by the side of the Truro road is taking natural childbirth to extremes!’ He does a double take as he sees me. ‘And Florence Flapjack-face too! Back to set the town on fire, I presume?’

      As I scramble to my feet it’s not lost on me that I’m surrounded by enough talent to fill a uniformed worker calendar, but my goosebumps are all down to the person in the dark suit trousers and white shirt standing back by the hedge.

      I have nothing to lose here, I might as well own what everyone knows anyway. However old I grow, there will always be someone in St Aidan to call me by my childhood nickname and remind me of the time I was trying to smoke a paper towel for a dare in chemistry and accidentally set the school alight. It’s hard to re-compose myself as a sensible thirty-something, when my boobs are falling out of a bra top with diamond trim that’s two sizes too small and my cheeks are sticky with tears, but I give it my best shot. Then another car draws up, and as Charlie jumps out, I run off to prepare him.

      ‘Clemmie’s-by-the-hedge-she’s-had-the-baby-they’re-both-fine!’ I race to get to the end part, but Charlie still turns the colour of the Green Fairy absinthe cocktail we used to serve at The Circus.

      Then an ambulance pulls to a halt behind the fire engine, and the paramedics come towards us carrying a stretcher. Charlie drops to join the group on the rug, and I dash round the cars to check on Bud and Shadow, who are both still asleep. I’m wiping my hands on a paper towel someone gave me, when I look up to see the guy who called the ambulance shaking a T-shirt at me.

      ‘Have this if you’re cold.’

      ‘I couldn’t possibly…’ Asking how to give it back could be misread as a chat-up line.

      ‘It’s old stock. “White XL” isn’t a judgement, it’s the only size left.’ He squeezes my shoulder and glances at a very sleek wristwatch. ‘I’m Kit, by the way – that was a perfect catch you made there. If we’re all done here, someone is waiting for me in Penzance, and I have a long drive home after that.’

      I’m hugging the T-shirt to me, aware that he’s backing away. ‘We couldn’t have done it without you, Kit.’ I’m also aware how much I’d like to stop him from leaving, which is completely ridiculous. I’m pointing at his legs. ‘Your trousers are covered in mud. Charlie will have some to lend you if you have time to drive to the village?’

      He raises an eyebrow. ‘I have three more clean pairs in the car, I can soon change.’ His eyes widen as he reads my face. ‘Being impeccable is part of my job description.’

      I block the image of him stripping off on the verge – or hotter still, struggling into a new pair in the passenger seat – and force my mind onto the task in hand. ‘If you could give me your deets, I know Clemmie will want to thank you herself. If you’re going to help deliver anyone’s baby a cake maker is a good choice. You’re pretty much guaranteed a lifetime supply of Little Cornish Kitchen chocolate brownies. I will not be holding back on mine!’

      I’m hearing myself going full-on with the confectionery bribery. Who is operating my mouth here?

      I should simply ask what his aftershave is, so I know to avoid it in future, and shut the eff up.

      There’s a beat of silence. ‘Is home far away?’ I can’t believe I was the one who said that too, but now I have I may as well sort out if I know him. ‘You’re not from round here?’

      He hesitates and turns, with a perplexed expression. ‘Home is a little fluid right now, but I’m definitely not local. Not yet, anyway.’ He’s almost back at his car. A few minutes more and he’ll reverse away and be gone.

      ‘And your number?’

      ‘I’m really not expecting thanks.’ As he opens the car door, I have a sense he may be testing me. Or teasing me. Then he gives in. ‘Nice to meet you both, anyway. If you want to get in touch, it’s all on the merchandise.’ His face breaks into a smile for a moment as he waves. Then his engine turns over, and he’s gone.

      I push my arms into the T-shirt sleeves, look down to straighten it, and when I read the words printed on the fabric my heart turns to stone.

      
        
        tOgether fOrever

        www.KitAshton@Love2LoveAtelier

        Covent Garden

      

      

      Of course! He’s from my London past, not here!

      If anyone can understand someone looking totally different a few years on it should be me. What’s unexpected is that losing the man bun and being so much more lean and wasted has made him so sexy. What’s more, his ‘together’ promises are total bollocks! He’s the metallurgist who made the wedding rings Dillon and I never got to use, and we had the very same T-shirts in the right sizes. ‘Forever apart’ would have been a better epitaph for us.

      I whip my arms out of the sleeves and spin the T-shirt round so I don’t have to see the words, but when I look down this time there’s that calligraphy that was everywhere four years ago.

      
        
        ALL YOU NEED IS

        LoVE

      

      

      Looking at that I actually get a bit of sick in my mouth.

      As I stare out and watch the parallel lines of surf etched across the blue of the bay, I thank my lucky stars that Mr Forever-Together is already a dot on the horizon. I’d just hate anyone here to know that Dillon and I ever went down that road.

      I sniff and stamp my foot, wanting to shout at the wind because I’ve had it up to here with couples and love. ‘Some of us are committed to futures alone – there’s nothing wrong with that!’ I mutter to myself.

      As I hurry back to Clemmie, and the start of my brand-new solo life in St Aidan, I’m hoping this will be as exciting as it gets.

      But obviously, having bought a beach hut without seeing it first, there is plenty of potential for more surprises.
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        The beach hut, St Aidan, Cornwall

        Orange boxes and a view from space

        Tuesday

      

      

      ‘So where did the new hotel next door spring from?’

      It’s almost two weeks later by the time Clemmie, Nell and the gang come to call on Shadow and me, and once they’ve had their tour of the hut, and are clustered onto the veranda, that’s my most pressing question.

      Just like me, they looked straight past the weathered clapboard outside of the hut in dire need of paint and the wobbles on the rickety tin roof, and saved their gasps for the lovely outdoor decks, and the unexpectedly airy spaces inside.

      When I first arrived and glimpsed the picket fence at the back, and the little gate with its very own postbox, I started to cry and carried on for the next few days. Mostly they were happy tears at what a wonderful place I’d stumbled on by accident, but it was also a reaction to the shock and eventual happy outcome of Clemmie’s ten-minute labour. Even someone not sensitive about babies would have found that traumatic.

      It’s only since I’ve arrived that I’ve had time to ponder what exactly made me make that split-second decision to come back to the childhood home I’d been so happy to leave all those years ago, and it’s about a lot more than The Hideaway. I’m here because my instincts told me to run to somewhere safe. Somewhere with no complications or challenges. A place where I can pull the metaphorical quilt over my head and have no need to leave. And so far, it’s proving to be a perfect fit. But even in a seaside idyll that seems to be the answer to all my problems, where I’m already perfecting the art of becoming a hermit, there is an undercurrent of worry.

      At eighteen it was a thrill to move to a city where there was no one I knew to judge me, and I adored the freedom, the excitement of being an anonymous stranger in a huge metropolis. Adored that there were wild new people to party with, a different club to go to every hour, that I could walk for a day, a week, a year, and still the streets wouldn’t run out.

      It was only when things got tougher that I found comfort in more familiar things and surroundings that I wound my way back, to draw on the unconditional love and support of friends and family who’ve known me my whole life. Perhaps the reason I’ve really come back is to be close to the people with whom there’s no need to explain myself.

      For someone who founded so much of my identity on the wonderful city I lived in, alongside the relief of finding sanctuary, it’s also terrifying to know my world is shrinking. Now I’m back in a place where it takes fifteen minutes tops to walk in at one end of town and out of the other, I’m frightened that I will shrink in proportion. Not that I’d done too much to be proud of in my life compared to Sophie, Clemmie and the gang. And not that I’d mention this to them – but now I’m back in this tiny place, what if I disappear altogether?

      Clemmie and I shared our best and worst bits of her grass-verge birth by phone as she waited to be discharged from hospital. I’ve cooed over pictures of Bud holding baby Arnie back at home on Messenger and she’s sent me brownies too. I’ve kept the others happy posting photos of Shadow looking out from the rain-drenched windows on the WhatsApp group they named ‘Flossie May is back in town, woohoo!’. And according to Clemmie, Kit’s ‘thank you’ cake hamper was delivered to an address he gave in Dorset, so that’s drawn a line under that one too.

      As far as beach huts go, this one is as battered as they come but bigger than I could ever have hoped, and thanks to its position up on the slope above the tide line, the views around St Aidan Bay are fabulous in the day and at night the lights fade into the distance in a wide starry arc. The wind might drive the raindrops along the window panes in horizontal lines when it blows off the surf, but the way the hut nestles in the dunes is why it’s called The Hideaway. There’s even somewhere to leave the car alongside the track that runs behind the sandhills, and a tiny cabin with an outside loo.

      The inside is the same weathered white planks that were in the photos Mum had sent me, and Ivy had cleaned the place from top to bottom and even left basic furniture with a few extra bits. I’d put most things from the London flat into storage, and as I only brought with me what would fit in the car, the unpacking here was minimal. Sure, Dillon was older than me, but when it came to buying swanky sofas and designer pieces he was light-years ahead, which is why most things we had belonged to him. He and his mates vied over who could spend biggest, outdoing each other with their hard-edged masculine vibe. As in most areas of our life together, Dillon was in charge, and I was happy to let him get on with it. But because I’ve never been a homemaker, when it comes to making this place cosy, I haven’t the first clue where to begin.

      During our first few days in St Aidan the non-stop rain turned the sea and the sky to a dark, gunmetal grey, and the bleached plank floors were covered with Shadow’s soggy paw prints, but at least the rain bought us some settling-in time.

      And now the sun has come out, the sea has turned to shivery aquamarine and Sophie, Nell, Plum and Clemmie have come for tea. Now they’ve had their tour I’m hoping they’ll fill me in on the biggest surprise after Arnie’s arrival.

      I carry on with my explanation. ‘The plot next door was still a sand dune when I looked at the beach hut on Google Maps.’

      Nell pulls a face. ‘It’s total donkey-droppings that they update those satellite pictures every hour.’

      Every expectant mum carries their bump differently, and Nell looks very much as she always did, with her tummy concealed between the sides of a padded waistcoat she’s borrowed from George.

      Plum’s sitting on the steps that lead up to the front deck. She tosses her dark ponytail and fiddles with the strap on her paint-splattered dungarees. ‘Your new neighbour is the High Tides Serenity Spa Resort, Floss; it’s so exclusive it refuses to call itself anything as downmarket as luxury.’ The disparaging shake of her head she gives is unnervingly like Dillon’s. ‘They started building last year, and they’re opening as we speak.’

      Plum is awesome, with her huge seascape paintings and the gallery she converted from a disused chandler’s store, but however close we once were, lately I tread more carefully around her. Even though Dillon and I parted as friends, it’s only natural she’d feel protective of her brother.

      Sophie, who is leaning against the wooden side rail surrounding the deck in her usual head-to-toe pale aqua, joins in. ‘Those Italian Cypress trees might look out of place, but it’s certainly pulled this end of town up by its boot strings.’

      Clemmie shoots a sideways grin from the director’s chair where she’s cradling a sleeping Arnie. ‘Those lawns look so neat I’m expecting La La and Po to come running over the hill.’

      We’ve pulled a wooden armchair outside for Nell, and she stretches back against the cushions. ‘With the prices they’re charging we mermaids won’t be wallowing in their salt splashes any time soon!’ These four first called their friendship group ‘the mermaids’ as kids, and they’ve never given up using the name.

      Clemmie turns to me. ‘How do you feel about it, Flossie?’

      I’d hate them to know that as I’ve watched the builders add the finishing touches to some super-swanky beach huts at this end of the site, my heart has sunk further every day, so I make my voice bright. ‘Mine’s bound to look scruffy next to it, but there’s nothing I can do – so let’s move on to cake.’ As I carry the tea tray out there’s a chorus of cries. ‘Nice cups!’

      I laugh and hand round the brownies they’ve brought. ‘The cupboards are full of them. There’s no saucers, plates, or dishes, so Mum’s friend Ivy must have drunk tea and nothing else.’ Then I add an afterthought. ‘With three gables and two covered verandas, I’m definitely not grumbling! People in St Aidan fight to get their hands on places half as pretty as this. I’m very lucky.’

      ‘Too right you are!’ Sophie’s retort is a second too quick.

      Like most sisters, we fought fiercely as kids, but as adults we usually have each other’s backs. No one’s more kind and generous than Sophie, she also works like a demon, and we all know not to be fooled by those baby-blue chinos – when she’s set on something, she’s ruthless. But there has to be something I’m missing here.

      ‘You had turned this place down before Mum offered it to me?’ My heart drops as I take in the shake of Sophie’s head. ‘She didn’t tell you?’

      She sniffs. ‘It’s fine, I’ve got a castle with steps down to the sea. This way it’s in the family and we get to have you living here full-time.’

      ‘I still wish you’d known about it.’

      Sophie squeezes my hand. ‘It was only a shock because we thought you were so committed to the city. But a beach hut is very “you” – wonderfully airy and impermanent.’

      I can see where she’s coming from; if she’s accusing me of seeing London as the unrivalled centre of the universe these last sixteen years, I’m guilty as charged. St Aidan’s never been in my top ten places to rock up, it’s more my desperate last resort when all else has failed.

      But Sophie is the last person I’d share my problems with because she’d be straight in with the handouts, and I’d hate her to feel she had to help me. ‘Well, I’m here now, so let’s make the best of it!’

      Sophie’s smile warms. ‘It’s great if your narration work is paying well enough for you to afford a place like this.’

      Sophie’s one of the few people who could get away with a statement like that, due to the fact her company’s worth so much she could buy and sell St Aidan several times over. But where I found the money for my hut is another topic I want to steer her away from, and if I want to move on fast the new baby is the obvious choice.

      ‘Anyway … Shadow and I are very honoured that Arnie has come to see us for his first trip out.’

      Clemmie’s smile widens. ‘As if I’d go anywhere else after what you did for us both.’

      Plum looks up at me. ‘You know, Flossie May is still St Aidan grapevine’s hottest topic. Your nerves of steel in the face of an arriving baby may yet eclipse your reputation as a fire raiser.’

      Everyone laughs at that, then turns to look at Arnie, so it’s job done, and the pressure’s off me.

      As I move to smile down at the baby Clemmie squeezes my hand. ‘Don’t worry, Flossie Flapjack-face. When the time is good, I know it’ll all fall into place for you too.’

      She’s trying to be reassuring, but it’s funny how far behind she is with my game plan. I know exactly what she’s talking about; for someone in my position, I’m very lucky that I got to freeze my eggs.

      The whole of St Aidan knows about this because that’s just the kind of place it is, but I owe it to Plum to give credit where it’s due. ‘That’s how lovely Dillon was, leaving me with enough to pay for a surrogate.’

      When we divided everything up, even though most of our savings had come from him he insisted I took the lion’s share, so I’d have enough to pay to have a baby if ever the time came. But after the pain I went through separating from Dillon, I can’t ever see a time I’d want another partner. And I saw enough of Sophie coping on her own with her first baby, Milla, when she got accidentally pregnant as a student, to know I’d never want to go it alone. All of which is how I came to change my forward planning and put my faith in a different kind of future for myself.

      Arnie snuffling into his fist is compelling to watch but Sophie’s gaze drifts. A moment later she turns on me, realisation on her face.

      ‘Please tell me you haven’t, Flossie?’ Even though I don’t flinch a muscle under her scrutiny, a second later she blinks again, and punches the air. ‘You used Dillon’s surrogacy money to buy The Hideaway!?’

      My heart is plummeting that they’ve found out so fast, but I’m going to have to stand my ground.

      Plum’s forehead wrinkles. ‘No judgement, Flossie – but you may regret that decision down the line.’

      Clemmie lets out a wail. ‘Now I feel so much worse that you had to deliver Arnie!’

      Nell’s looking at me over the top of her bump. ‘You chose to invest in what was most important to you now, Floss, and we should all respect that.’ She hesitates for a second and when she carries on, she’s cocking an eyebrow at Plum. ‘And however we talk about the money, it’s hers to use as she wishes, not Dillon’s.’

      I’m truly grateful that Nell is so down to earth, holding steadfastly to her accountant’s view of the world, while clearing up that last point too.

      I need to reinforce what Nell’s said. ‘I agonised long and hard, but now I’m here it feels right.’ It’s as if wiping out the possibility of a surrogate baby has taken away the pressure I didn’t realise I was feeling. I wouldn’t say it out loud in case Sophie’s still miffed, but a few months of total rest here in this fabulous place are going to be wonderful. Amazing even. But however good it is, it’s only temporary. My plan is, when my voice comes back I’ll pick up my work again, and tiptoe back to town.

      Sophie’s brownie is still untouched on the upturned orange-box next to her cup. ‘You do know there’s a catch?’

      I have no idea what Sophie’s grimace is for, but I can’t let her know that.

      Clemmie and Nell exchange glances, but Sophie carries on. ‘The council own the land these huts are built on, and when they granted permission for the hotel, they re-designated the huts at this end of the beach as live-work units.’

      ‘And that’s important because…?’

      Nell huffs and sits up straighter. ‘You’re only allowed to stay overnight in the huts along here if you’re running a business too.’

      Damn. I was so caught up in checking the picket fence could stay, I totally missed the significance of the what the ‘live-work’ bit of the contract meant. ‘Does anyone even care?’

      Plum frowns. ‘They certainly will once the visitors arrive.’

      Sophie shakes her head at my gaffe, then visibly mellows. ‘It’s absolutely not a problem. We’ll simply set you up as a Sophie May outpost, testing our products in the field.’ Her arm slides around my shoulder. ‘St Aidan Bay is renowned for its complexion-wrecking westerlies, you’ll be our researcher on the beach!’

      She’s trying her best, but I’d hate her to feel she has to step in just because I’ve screwed up.

      Clemmie’s watching as I ease out from under Sophie’s arm and she catches my eye as my bottom lands on the step next to Plum.

      ‘A Little Cornish Kitchen at this end of the beach might work, if you’re more comfortable with cake than cosmetics?’

      I can’t believe that she’s offering. ‘That might be … more visible.’ I’m jumping at this because any offer from Clemmie will come with fewer strings than Sophie’s.

      Clemmie’s beaming. ‘There’s no one I’d rather help out, Floss. If I lend you a few bits, you’ll look like the real deal by tomorrow.’

      I catch my breath. ‘I don’t want to be too authentic!’ Blondies are one thing, customers are something else entirely.

      Sophie sniffs. ‘No worries on that score, this part of the village is deader than Elvis – paying footfall is non-existent.’

      I smile up at her. ‘That’s a perfect fit for me. We both know I have zero business ambition and even less aptitude.’

      While the rest of them have striven for success, achievements have passed me by. My rule with work was it had to be fun, and even though I had responsibilities at The Circus, in everyone’s eyes I was still only a waitress.

      Nell nudges me. ‘Never say never, Florence! No experience, and you did fine delivering Arnie over there.’

      My hopes and dreams are in tatters and I know I should wrap this up before anyone drops any more bombshells. ‘If you’ve got to hurry Arnie home, Clemmie, that’s fine – we can catch up more when I call round for the props.’

      But Clemmie’s oblivious, staring out across the dunes.

      Plum taps her knee. ‘What’s so interesting, Clems? If Chris Hemsworth is in a High Tides hot tub, don’t keep it to yourself!’

      Clemmie’s craning her neck. ‘Floss, over there by the glossy new beach huts…’

      Nell’s rubbing her bump again. ‘I may be nine months pregnant, but I still know a hottie when I see one – not that I’m objectifying.’

      Plum stands up to get a better view. ‘Nothing like Chris, but the calibre is equally high.’ She laughs. ‘Someone here must be doing something right, he’s heading this way and he’s waving!’

      Clemmie’s voice rises in excitement. ‘It is him, Floss, isn’t it? That’s Kit who phoned the ambulance!’

      I can’t begin to imagine what he’s doing here, but it fits with the general downhill trajectory of the afternoon. Giving up on men has been easy so far, so I’d rather not see one who makes it feel hard.

      I look up and catch Sophie’s eye in an effort to make up. ‘How would it be if I promise to give you first refusal if ever I sell this place?’

      Let’s face it, I’m not going to be here for ever, it’s only until I sort myself out. In reality, it isn’t if I sell, it’s when I sell, and Sophie knows that as well as I do.

      A curious look of satisfaction spreads across her face. ‘Thanks, Flossie, that makes me feel a lot better. I can definitely work with that.’

      I wasn’t expecting these undercurrents of animosity to come out with the first cup of tea! There I was, wafting around, talking about coming back for family support, and I should have brought my boxing gloves.

      But it could be about the transition. Before I was a visitor. Now I’m a resident, and the territory has shifted.

      But now for the next job of the afternoon: finding out what the hell Dr Love2Love is doing in town.
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      ‘Did Ian Somerhalder lose his way on The Vampire Diaries set and get teleported to St Aidan?’

      As Plum leans round the veranda corner post for a better view of Kit my lips are pursed, but the others chorus their agreement.

      It’s not only that the guy is so well put together. He might be looking a little overdressed with his sharp trousers, snowy shirt and dark tie, but his smile and laid-back warmth literally radiate as he strolls towards us. I only hope the audience stifle their shrieks before he comes into earshot.

      It’s ridiculous for me to feel the kind of attraction that pulses through my body in thousand-volt bursts as I watch him skirting the picket fence. He’s the man who made my wedding ring, and he was engaged himself at the time too, both of which take him right off the table.

      As he swings up onto my sand deck my involuntary gasp is huge. Then one whiff of his aftershave blows every bit of my hands-off resolve off the beach.

      Somehow I manage to say, ‘Hey, it’s you! Who’d have thought? Guys, this is Kit.’

      After that Clemmie steps in. ‘Kit was our heroic helper by the roadside, and this is Plum, Nell and Sophie, and of course, baby Arnie.’ She adjusts the bundle in her arms and Kit comes closer for a better view.

      ‘Hello again, Arnie, you’ve grown since we last met.’

      Guys talking to babies are heart-melting at the best of times, but watching this one blasts my heart into a million tiny pieces. As he stretches out his left hand, I see there isn’t a wedding ring. Not that I’m looking. Or even curious. It’s just useful to know sometimes.

      Even if he was there at the birth there’s only so much to say to a newborn. Once Kit compliments Arnie on his cute turned-up nose that’s just like his mum’s and steps back, I brace myself to find out the worst.

      ‘So, Kit, you’re back in St Aidan! I assume you’ve dropped in for a super-fast look at the new place next door on your way home to Dorset?’

      Kit turns to me, and squints into the sun. ‘High Tides?’ Up close his hair is tangled by the wind, and as his smile widens, he gives us the full benefit of his dimples through his stubble. ‘I’m hoping I’ll be here slightly longer this time than last.’

      The laugh he gives is so low it reverberates right through my chest. I can’t honestly remember the last time my nipples perked up this much. It has to be that mix of wild and tamed that makes him so irresistible, but with words like that flashing through my head I need him out of my orbit ASAP, if not sooner.

      I’m making bargains with myself, trying to focus on the best possible outcome here. I could probably handle him sticking around for afternoon tea. Overnight would be trickier. I’m desperately banking on the millionaire-retreat-prices stopping him from checking in for any longer, because an entire week waiting for him to appear over the horizon might actually blow my mind.

      I make my smile really huge and bring out a medium worst-case. ‘Let me guess – you’re staying for dinner?’

      There’s that laugh again. ‘Keep going…’ One eyebrow goes up. ‘I’ve actually booked in to High Tides for the next two years, starting today.’

      My stomach drops like a high-speed lift. ‘B-b-b-but…’ Surely he can’t have?

      Sophie fills the space where my words should be. ‘Don’t keep us in suspense – have you won the lottery, or are you just plain loaded?’

      Plum’s eyes are bright with excitement. ‘Wait, I heard about this at the Chamber of Commerce! Are you the artisan jeweller working in collaboration with the hotel?’

      Kit nods. ‘That’s me! My Love2Love Atelier is expanding into Cornwall! I’m in the newly built beach huts over there!’

      Nell’s not one to let a chance go, so she immediately launches in with ‘If you’re sticking around, you’ll have to come to our singles club events.’ Nell’s so obsessed with the St Aidan singles club she founded, which has now expanded to be St Aidan’s main social hub, we’re not quite sure how she’s going to step away for long enough to get to the labour ward.

      My mouth is like sandpaper, but I force myself to beam. ‘Congratulations, they’ll make wonderful workshops.’ On the bright side, even if he does sixteen-hour days, he has to go home at night.

      His smile widens. ‘And the best part about this particular package – I’ll be living here too!’

      In my mind I’m thumping my head with my fists, jumping about the beach like Basil Fawlty with his worst meltdown ever. But somehow I manage a grimace and a happy voice.

      ‘Fabulous news. You and I will be neighbours!’

      ‘Awesome!’ He looks out at the horizon, then looks back at Clemmie and me. ‘For those of you who missed the T-shirt, couples come to me and we design and make their rings together and document their journey. The sunset-over-the-sea shots here will be out of this world!’

      My nausea has grown so much I feel like I need a vomit bucket.

      ‘The ultimate romantic experience you can Instagram for ever!’

      Paraded in front of me every single day. I’m fighting to keep the irony out of my voice as I turn to Nell. ‘If ever there was a singles club hook-up made in heaven, it’s this one!’

      Nell claps her hands. ‘Absolutely, Kit! Why didn’t I think of that? We’ll do a special event for you to sponsor!’

      I was hoping Kit might look terrified at the prospect, but he’s still beaming as brightly as I am.

      ‘So what’s your work speciality, Florence?’ He turns on me so fast I almost fall down the steps.

      ‘My what?’

      He tilts his head. ‘For the live-work zone?’

      Clemmie steps in. ‘Floss will be working under the Little Cornish Kitchen umbrella, adding her own – very special – beach-hut spin.’

      This is so absurd, I’m biting my lip trying not to laugh. ‘In summer it’ll be a parasol rather than an umbrella, obviously! All I can divulge for now is … I’m all about the sugar rush, and there will be custard!’ I have no idea where that came from, but I do keep a large carton handy for my Mr Kipling apple pie habit. It’s a little-known secret that it works wonderfully with ice cream too.

      Sophie coughs. ‘And Floss is very keen to sponsor some singles club events too! You could even join forces!’

      ‘Thanks for that, Soph!’ I thought I’d placated her earlier, but barbs like that mean I’m not completely forgiven.

      I hear a snuffle from Clemmie’s arms, so I dash across the deck. ‘So sorry, Kit, we’re going to have to get the baby home, he’s already had a very long first outing.’

      Nell gets up from her armchair. ‘Very true. Come on, Clemmie!’

      And a second later we’re all trooping off over the dunes towards the track and their cars.

      And the moral to that story is
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