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      Summer has come to Bothilde Bay and Ruby Penrose is savouring the calm pace of life in the Cornish village. Her friendship with Jake Woodhouse is blossoming into something more as they spend sun-filled days together.

      When a mysterious stranger arrives at the gift shop, Ruby is worried about her nanna’s reaction. Why has this man’s presence upset Harriet Martin and why is he so keen to speak to her?

      Jake has his own problems when his past as a reality TV star comes back to haunt him. Faced with a shocking revelation, he’s forced to reconsider the life he’s building in Cornwall.

      With secrets resurfacing and choices looming, Ruby must decide: will she open her heart to love or turn her back on Jake forever?

      Escape to the beautiful Cornish coast in this heartwarming tale of friendship, love and second chances.
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        April had drifted into May bringing warmer Cornish days and milder nights. Summer was just weeks away and Ruby Penrose was enjoying life in Bothilde Bay. Of course, the fact that her friend, the kind and handsome Jake Woodhouse, had returned to Cornwall, made everything seem even better.

        Ruby was pegging sheets on the washing line in the back garden of the cottage she shared with her nanna, Harriet Martin. The aroma of the fabric softener mingled pleasantly with the salty sea air and the sweet scent of the flowers in the pots and borders of the small garden. The steady hum of a small boat engine out at sea was punctuated by the cries of the gulls that soared above the sand and swooped into the water, skilled scavengers and masters of their habitat.

        Ruby picked up the empty washing basket and wandered to the fence then gazed out at the coastal path that led from the cottage and gift shop, and along to Driftwood Cottage. Jake had rented the cottage from Ruby’s nanna for a while, and Ruby had enjoyed knowing that he was nearby. Now, however, tourists keen to enjoy the peace and quiet offered by the location were holidaying there. Even though it was the last cottage before the coastal path, there was a sense of security offered by being so close to the craggy grey cliffs that hugged Bothilde Bay. Her nanna had bookings all summer and into the autumn, so Jake wouldn’t be able to return to the cottage until late September. That was if he wanted to, of course, because since his return to the bay he had been renting a flat in the village and had seemed to settle in well there. Ruby’s nanna had told Jake that he was very welcome to stay with her and Ruby, but he’d said that he felt that it would be too big an imposition, especially as he came with his large British bulldog Sherlock Bones, and Ruby and her nanna already had their rescue greyhound Amber.

        ‘Penny for your thoughts.’ Harriet wrapped a wiry arm around Ruby’s shoulders.

        ‘Hi, Nanna.’ Ruby smiled at her maternal grandmother. ‘I was just thinking about Jake and his decision to stay in the village, rather than with us.’

        Her nanna nodded. ‘Probably quite wise really.’

        ‘I know. We need… some space to work out what we are to each other, don’t we?’

        ‘You do. It’s clear to anyone who sees you that you’re very fond of each other but living under the same roof might put premature pressures on your relationship, so it probably was wise of Jake to decline my offer of staying here.’

        In a pink T-shirt, denim dungarees and flip flops, with her long white hair braided and wound into a high bun, Harriet Martin did not look like a woman in her seventies at all. Her hazel eyes were bright and her skin glowed with health. Living at the coast all her life had something to do with her being so robust, Ruby felt sure of it.

        ‘He’s a very considerate and sensible man.’

        ‘He is indeed. Now, Ruby Penrose, let’s go and grab some lunch before the afternoon rush.’

        ‘Good plan!’

        Ruby chuckled as she followed her nanna back towards the cottage. Friday afternoons at the gift shop were often quite busy, and before she knew it, the evening would have arrived and with it, a date with Jake. That final thought made her stomach flip.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Jake rinsed his mug then set it on the draining board. He’d been back in Bothilde Bay for two weeks and he already felt more relaxed. Settling into the gentler pace of life took practice but he believed he was getting better at it. His return to London – to film the final scenes of the reality TV show with his ex Lucie Chan – had not been pleasant, but he was able to leave it behind him now and to move on with his life. No paparazzi had tracked him to Cornwall – as he had feared they might – and he’d heard no more from Lucie or from the producers of the show he’d starred in. He knew that there was no point wallowing in regret, but if he could have his time back, he’d never have accepted the job. For him, it was a poor substitute for the career in acting that he’d dreamt of growing up. He knew it wasn’t that way for everyone, and that for Lucie, it was a dream come true. She had everything she wanted, from public adoration to designers desperate to dress her, and she enjoyed the money and limelight, but for Jake, it had become a living hell. He was so glad to be out of it and to have his privacy back again.

        He walked through to the lounge of the ground-floor flat he was renting from a local letting agency, and pushed open the French doors, letting the fresh sea air into the flat and causing the papers on the coffee table to flutter. The doors opened onto a small, enclosed garden – very convenient when he had Sherlock Bones to think of – and beyond the fence was a wonderful view of the sea and the coastal path.

        He went outside and leant his forearms on the top of the fence then squinted as the bright sunlight stung his eyes. He pushed his glasses up onto his head and breathed deeply, filling his lungs with the salty air and savouring the warmth of the sun on his skin. He hadn’t been able to stand outside like this in London for fear of being photographed, but here in Bothilde Bay, he was free to enjoy being outdoors, to dress as casually as he liked and to leave his hair natural, without gel and hairspray. He could eat what he wanted without fear of being criticised by Lucie and the paparazzi, and allow his beard to grow again. He could, quite frankly, be himself, and he was enjoying finding out who that was after so many years of being Jay Woodhouse – the name change had been suggested for the sake of the show. Now, he was Jake again, and he liked it.

        He settled his glasses back on his nose then turned and went inside. Sherlock was snoring gently on the sofa, his wide pink tongue poking out of his mouth like a crinkly piece of paper, his front paws supporting his big head. For such a big dog, he looked so cute and endearing, just like he had done when Jake had first adopted him. He was Jake’s pal, his companion and they had a bond that nothing could ever break.

        Taking care not to disturb him, Jake sat next to Sherlock and smiled down at him. Sherlock was such good company and Jake was relieved to have sole custody of him now. Lucie had used the threat of shared custody of the dog as a way to get Jake to agree to film his final episodes of the show. The idea of sharing Sherlock with his ex had filled him with unease because Jake had known that it would not be a simple process at all. However, Lucie had signed away her rights to Sherlock once Jake had agreed to her demands, and now he could relax and enjoy being Sherlock’s sole owner. Or… perhaps it was more the other way around, as Sherlock seemed to own him! Jake certainly thought of the dog before making any plans or decisions, and he wanted the best life possible for Sherlock. Jake and Lucie had adopted Sherlock from a dog rescue centre and the poor boy had been in a bad way at the time. However, with the right medical care, plenty of exercise and a good diet, Sherlock had thrived and now lived a pretty good life.

        Jake did wonder what Sherlock thought about their move from London to Cornwall, but Sherlock seemed happy enough and nothing fazed him. He had clearly become very fond of Harriet, Ruby and their rescue greyhound, Amber, and whenever they were together, the dogs played, snuggled and sniffed, and then played some more.

        Thinking of being fond of someone…

        Jake’s thoughts drifted to Ruby as they so often did: beautiful Ruby with her silky brown hair, soft brown eyes and creamy skin; with her sweet laugh, kind heart and full lips. He had kissed those lips and he knew that he had never tasted anything so sweet before.

        Jake sighed. He had it bad for Ruby. He’d come back to Bothilde Bay because he missed her and wanted to be close to her again, but when he’d arrived two weeks ago, he’d been devastated to find Ruby crying in another man’s arms. However, she had spotted Jake standing there and she’d introduced him to Luke – who was, thankfully, just a friend. Jake knew that he did care deeply for Ruby, he knew it for certain after spending even more time with her, but he didn’t want to scare her away, and he needed to know how she felt about him before he fully surrendered his heart.

        He laughed wryly. Who was he trying to fool? He’d already lost his heart to Ruby, in spite of his vow to stay single after what Lucie had done to him, but even so, he wanted to take things slowly for now. It was the sensible thing to do, wasn’t it? Surely the past had taught him that, at least. Caution should be exercised in all areas of life, especially in romantic relationships. Where Ruby was concerned though, holding back was so difficult to do.

        Next to him, Sherlock shuddered as he exhaled powerfully, then rolled onto his side. His big paws waved a few times as if he was walking in the air and he uttered a few muted grunts, probably barking at something in a dream. Jake wished he could sleep as deeply as his dog, or that he could accept everything as easily as Sherlock did, but Jake had scars from his past and he knew it would take time to heal. But that was okay; he had time now and he had the motivation to try to get over his past hurts. Ruby Penrose was an incredible woman and Jake wanted to be with her – if she would have him – and if she could help him to put aside his fears, he could learn to trust again.
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        Jake gave a low whistle as Ruby opened the cottage door.

        ‘Wow! You look incredible, Ruby.’

        She giggled and blushed. ‘Why thank you, kind sir.’

        ‘No need to thank me. It’s the truth.’

        ‘I just need to grab my jacket.’

        Ruby turned and headed through to the kitchen and Jake followed her, Sherlock at his heels. As Jake entered the kitchen, Sherlock jogged over to Amber and the dogs sniffed each other enthusiastically before Amber dropped into a low bow, which Sherlock took as his signal to go round and sniff her behind.

        ‘Sherlock!’ Jake scolded. ‘Can’t you get some new moves?’

        ‘He clearly believes his routine is tried and tested.’ Harriet chuckled as she came in through the back door, a bowl of freshly picked garden herbs in her hand.

        ‘Right, Nanna, we won’t be late.’ Ruby kissed Harriet’s cheek then picked up a red clutch bag from the table.

        ‘Don’t worry about that. Just have fun. That dress really is perfect on you, Ruby.’

        Ruby looked down at herself.

        ‘I still can’t believe I found it in a charity shop.’

        Jake’s eyes were drawn to the silky red dress with its shoestring straps, belted waist and the skirt that fell to Ruby’s ankles, accentuating her gentle curves. He had always thought she was beautiful but seeing her wearing such a pretty dress made his breath catch in his throat, and something else inside him flickered like a candle flame. He recognised it as desire. It felt good. It made him want to spend time alone with Ruby.

        ‘Shall we go?’ Jake held out his hand and Ruby took it, sliding her cool fingers around his. ‘Don’t take any nonsense from Sherlock, Harriet.’

        The older woman shook her head. ‘He’s always well behaved for me and I’m sure we’ll have a lovely night in. I’m looking forward to putting my feet up after a busy afternoon and it’ll be nice for Amber to have some canine company.’

        Outside, Jake released Ruby’s hand to open the gate, then he waited for Ruby to walk through it, before closing it gently behind him. The evening air was honeyed with the aromas of the sweet peas in the borders of the cottage garden and the light citrus of the clematis that climbed the garden wall, its young star-shaped flowers pale pink and white. It was the scent of happiness, of excitement and it seemed filled with the promise of good things to come.

        Ruby slid her arm through Jake’s and they walked away from the little gift shop and towards the village.

        ‘I’m really looking forward to trying out this new Italian restaurant,’ Ruby said.

        ‘Me too. The reviews have been fabulous.’

        At the far end of the village, Il Tavolo had recently opened its doors to the delight of tourists and locals alike. Jake had suggested that they try it out so Ruby had
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