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Chapter 1

~ Now ~

October

Sometimes, wishing for change and wishing for things to stay the same could be as blended as sand in waves.

Cleo felt it all at once. The temperature of the seawater as it first washed over her bare feet (freezing). The exposure of standing there in her swimming costume for the first time in years (excruciating). How the expanse of ocean seemed before her (massive). The joy of being here on her own, without any interruptions, scratching against the concern that there was nobody else about, and what if something went wrong? How her soul was telling her it was time, while her brain was telling her maybe it wasn’t.

The mid-October sun prickled at her skin even at this early hour of the morning, as if it didn’t know autumn had started, as if it hadn’t had the memo that the leaves were turning red and jumper dresses were being pulled out of the back of wardrobes to air out, ready for sweater weather. Even so, the same sun hadn’t had a chance to heat the seawater yet today, and tiny, cold waves lapped at Cleo’s ankles before dragging sand and small stones back past her toes.

She moved her feet, flexing the soles, and wrapped her arms around her, covering herself up a bit, a barrier between her and the ocean.

‘Come on, then, you big chicken. It’s only a bit of cold water. You could just get in, you know,’ she muttered to herself, her words muffled by the seaside sounds, as soft as they were.

There was nobody on the beach at this time in the morning, at this time of year. She had total freedom to dip into the water, unwatched, unjudged. And she’d done the hardest thing, right? She was down here. When the alarm she’d been setting herself every day since the beginning of the month had gone off, she’d actually dragged herself out of bed, and come down here. All the other days she’d switched it off, too tired after an evening shift. Or she’d got as far as checking the sea conditions via Wavebreak Bay’s beach webcams and had changed her mind. Or she’d detected a cold wind in the air, one that surely would be tickling the shore by the time she’d walked down there from her flat.

But today she was here, and the sky was yellows and blues and the sea a swirl of crystal-clear topaz and mint, and there was no wind, and no reason she couldn’t break this apathy she’d been living under. All she had to do was dive in.

Cleo took an extra step forward, an icy wave foaming over her shin, and she let out a little swear as a seagull swooped past and, probably, rolled its eyes at her. It was cold, though. Had it always been this cold? Maybe she should come back down to the beach a bit later, when the water might have warmed up a bit.

A memory swam into Cleo’s mind of being a kid, maybe aged seven, and coming onto this beach for the first time.

‘Look at the water!’ she’d cried to Gabriela, her twin sister, as they’d raced down the cliff path from the house their parents had just moved them into.

‘This beach is all ours,’ screeched Gabriela, not quite accurately, cartwheeling in the sand in a way Cleo never managed but always tried anyway. The girls, having only experienced beaches a handful of times on family holidays, couldn’t believe their luck that they now lived right next to one.

‘I’m going to play in the sea every day,’ Cleo had declared, picked herself up and ran to the water’s edge before she skid to a halt to watch tiny pools of foam swirl on the surface of the shallow tide.

Cleo – now – was looking down at the same thing before her eyes. Morning sun glinting off the same ocean.

Back then, that first day, Gabriela hadn’t wanted to get in the water. She’d shied away, unsure if it was safe, unsure if they should without their mum or dad to supervise. But Cleo could see their mum leaning over their garden fence on the cliff, overlooking the beach, waving at them.

‘We can do this,’ she’d told Gabriela. Cleo had taken her hand and the two had skipped and splashed a little way into the water, keeping within sight of their mum, close to the shore, only staying in the sea for a couple of minutes.

A couple of minutes was all it had taken for them to transform into water babies, beginning a love of the ocean for the twins that hadn’t faded for years. Gabriela’s interest had waned when she’d moved away to Cambridge University. Cleo’s had remained up until a few years ago, when she’d begun to push aside her joy, saving it for a rainy day. Now it just seemed … easier … to stay on dry land.

Perhaps if she just ran into the ocean again, like she had as a little girl, it would all come back and she would be fixed—

Behind her, a little further along the beach, came the sound of someone stepping down from the esplanade and onto the big, round pebbles, the stones knocking against each other as they dislodged and shifted.

‘Cleo!’ called a voice, just as a chocolate brown Labrador pelted into her legs. ‘Bloody hell, are you going in? You’re brave!’ It was Clarissa, from work, out for a morning walk with her dog, Plop.

‘Yep. First swim of the season,’ Cleo called back, not specifying which season, in which year. ‘Wish me luck.’

Plop’s wet tail was thwacking against her leg, while a tennis ball bobbed in the wave before her.

‘You couldn’t throw that ball for him, could you?’ Clarissa asked, stepping closer, her pregnant belly visible through the slit in her jacket.

You know, maybe tomorrow would be a better day to swim. Cleo would be back down at the beach anyway, working the brunch shift at the restaurant – perhaps she could take a dip afterwards. Then the sun would have warmed swirls just below the surface, and it would be much more pleasant. She could even remember to bring her wetsuit (if it still fitted).

Besides, it would be good to give Clarissa a bit of company on her walk, especially since Plop kept dropping his ball in the ocean.

Yes, good idea. She wanted her first swim back in the sea, after years of feeling unmotivated, to be a gorgeous experience. Tomorrow.

Cleo turned back out of the ocean, having thrown Plop’s ball, and slipped her shorts and sweater back on, pulling salt crystals up the lengths of her shins. After strolling the beach with her friend for half an hour, she made her way back up the pebbles and onto the esplanade, then began her walk home.

Opening the door to her studio flat, which sat on the top floor of an old Regency home overlooking the tennis courts, her foot stepped on the morning’s post, already lying on the floor.

A bank statement, clothing catalogue, and … Cleo smiled.

Dropping the other mail back on the floor, she looked at the picture on the front of the postcard. It showed a black-and-white photo of ‘Machine Gun’ Kelly (the gangster, not the musician) with a Welcome to Alcatraz, San Francisco! stamp across the lower half.

Cleo carried the postcard into her kitchen corner, where her fridge was covered in magnets holding up picture postcards from Northern California, and sat down on a stool to savour the words.


San Francisco, California

1st October

Dear Cleo,

Get ready, because it’s nearly time! That sounds a bit threatening, especially on a postcard with Alcatraz on the front.

My San Fran summer has pretty much come to a close again. One day you should join me. I know you love Wavebreak Bay but the SF Bay is cool too, I promise.

Wish you were here, but not really, because I’m about to come over there!

Love, Eliot x



Eliot spent each summer away, and always took time to send her postcards filled with cute and funny thoughts, tales of the things he’d seen and the flavours he’d tasted and the sights he’d visited. Cleo made sure to send him postcards too, but hers always lacked a similar sense of adventure.

Nevertheless, forgetting about her failed mission to leap into the sea, she smiled. He was finally coming home.




Chapter 2

The following day, Cleo was staring out of the window of her flat, down towards the deserted tennis courts below, waiting for her twin sister to call her back. She’d been waiting for so long, gazing out of that window, that she felt like a woman from an old novel waiting for her lover – Eliot – to come home from sea.

Her friend. Her friend Eliot.

Either way, he still wouldn’t be back in the UK for another couple of weeks. Although, who knows, maybe she’d still be waiting on her sister even then?

Eliot was Cleo’s best friend, if best-friendship was defined by the person who knew the real you better than anyone, and actually seemed to like you for it. Even though he left Wavebreak Bay every year to spend the six spring and summery months in San Francisco, it was always effortless to fall back into what they had every time he returned.

There was one thing he didn’t know about Cleo, though. Quite a big thing.

Her phone began tinkling with an incoming FaceTime.

‘Hey, sorry about that,’ Gabriela said, her phone propped up on her recipe holder while she did something on her laptop.

‘No problem at all!’ Cleo said, just happy to be having a catch-up with her sister. ‘I was just watching the hang-gliders over the beach.’

‘Beach’ was a stretch – from her flat she could see just a small snip of blue ocean. But even that was better than nothing. And she’d adored this flat the moment she’d stepped inside it.

‘I will never understand how you can still stare at sea for hours on end.’

‘Haha, I know, it’s weird, isn’t it?’ Cleo replied. For Gabriela, this seaside town was too sleepy for her nowadays, especially during the off-season, and, though she’d once loved the sea nearly as much as her sister, she had never felt the pull to move back.

‘Are you pleased “Cleo-Season” is back?’ her twin asked, looking into the screen with an amused, but fond, smile on her face, referring to Wavebreak Bay’s typically quieter winters.

When September ended, that, to Cleo, was the real end of summer in their seaside town on Devon’s Jurassic coast. Sure, every year the August bank holiday was heaving, but in Wavebreak Bay, nearly as many visitors swarmed the town the month after the kids went back to school. Everybody else trying to catch that summer sun before it faded away for the winter. If you can imagine what the last day of a self-catering holiday feels like, when you’re trying to fit in all the final activities, eat all the food, play in the sea one last time, that’s what the last weekend in September always felt like, except on a whole-town scale.

The seafood restaurant that Cleo worked in, Coacean, which sat on stilts above one end of the long beach, brimmed with customers from sunrise to the final sunset of September, and that’s when Cleo-Season (as Gabriela had referred to it since they were kids, with summer being ‘Gabriela-Season’) could begin.

‘I am so pleased,’ Cleo replied, already feeling like she had a little more breathing space.

‘Mum said Eliot is coming home again soon?’ Gabriela asked.

‘Yeah, it should be really nice.’

‘I wonder if he’s bagged a hot American girlfriend yet. How would you feel about that?’

Cleo shrugged, feigning indifference. ‘I mean, if he was happy … ’

Gabriela rolled her eyes. ‘You can say you’d hate it, you know. But seriously, one day he’s going to bring back some stunning, volleyball-playing, American girlfriend, who will also be absolutely lovely so you’ll feel compelled to become her best friend and next thing you know, you’ll be watching TikTok videos of their romantic city breaks across Europe. And you’ll be all, that could have been meeeeee.’

‘No, I wouldn’t,’ Cleo protested, though Gabriela was probably right.

‘Or, he won’t come back at all.’

The words floated in the air between them like particles of dust. Every winter she worried it would be Eliot’s last coming back to Wavebreak Bay. Every year she swore she would admit her feelings for him, and then every year, without fail, time would drift by in a happy haze while he was here and then she’d be waving him goodbye again. Putting her life on hold, again.

And in fact, last winter he had come home with a hot American girlfriend. In a way. He’d started seeing somebody during the summer, early days, casual, he’d said, until she’d shown up here to surprise him in the New Year. She’d been none too pleased with the presence of Cleo, so Cleo had kept her distance until she’d gone, but when she’d spoken to Eliot during his first few days back in San Francisco again, he’d admitted they’d split up, and that she wasn’t right for him. But maybe the next girl would be.

Gabriela spoke again. ‘It’s been years. He’s thirty-one now. You’re thirty. What are you waiting for?’

Cleo didn’t have the answer. She was waiting for him to make a move? She was waiting for the right moment? She was afraid he was going to reject her and then she’d lose the him she held on to tightly, even from across an ocean? So she was waiting, because waiting was easier than knowing?

She changed the subject. ‘How are you? How’s Derek?’

Gabriela leaned away from the camera at that moment and said something to someone near her, presumably her fiancé. ‘He’s fine,’ she answered, facing the screen again. ‘He wanted to tell you to watch Orphan: First Kill because he thought you might like it.’

‘Oh great, I’ll check it out!’ Cleo enthused, dying inside just a little. She’d accidentally got herself into a pattern of watching horror movies after listening, with perhaps a little too much interest, to Derek discuss one the first time she’d met him. Now he kept suggesting new ones and then wanting to get her thoughts, and she didn’t really enjoy them, but didn’t want to be rude or hurt his feelings, when they were clearly a big deal for him.

And let’s face it, Derek wasn’t often one for extolling the virtues of things. Or places. Or people.

Gabriela and Cleo talked a little longer, about Gabriela’s wedding plans for next year, about their parents’ semi-retirement, about the girl Cleo saw in the restaurant the other day who they both went to school with, and who was now speaking with a faux-Australian accent for some reason.

‘Are you coming home any time before Christmas?’ Cleo asked, just before they rang off.

‘Maybe. I presume you’ll be around the whole time if I do, as usual?’

‘Yeah, probably, as usual. Miss you, sis!’

Cleo said goodbye and pressed the button to end the call, her flat falling into silence again. Maybe in a couple of weeks she could have Eliot over and they could have a big catch-up.

She soon found herself lost in a daydream of Eliot returning, walking across the beach, taking her in his arms, not saying a word, and sweeping her into the kiss she’d played out in her mind a hundred times or more.

That thing he didn’t know about her was that she’d fallen for him, and that the spark she held had ignited long, long ago.




Chapter 3

~ Then ~

Summer 2007

The first time Cleo Clearwater saw Eliot Ambrose was over the low, moss-covered stone wall that separated her garden from the house next door. In the fifteen years she’d grown up on this cliff above Wavebreak Bay, she’d never seen anyone occupy the compact, square neighbouring garden other than the older couple who lived there, who seemed to have always been grey, and were often frowning.

But now, the woman was by her back door, a smile on her face that made her seem brighter, as a teenage boy stepped out past her into the sunshine.

Cleo swallowed, watching, and tried to silence her unremitting hay-fever-induced sniffles.

There was a warm, light breeze that day that flipped at the pages of the magazine she’d found on the bus, while she sat on the swinging seat overlooking the crowded beach below. The magazine had the words SEXY TIME emblazoned upon it in a large, purple font, something that both enthralled and embarrassed Cleo, and she kept it firmly face down whenever either of her parents came outside.

It was the first day of the school summer holidays, which meant, combined with today’s low tide, the exposed sand was awash with hundreds-and-thousands sprinkles of beach umbrellas, bathing suits, body boards, towels and picnics. The sea winds that rose upwards were saturated with the sounds of laughter and chatting and lapping waves, but Cleo was glad to be up here, away from the crowd.

The boy next door walked to the end of the garden, his profile to Cleo, and looked out across the sea. He had mid-brown hair, the colour of hazelnut ice cream, which waved in the breeze, and she could tell by how the wall only came up to his hips that he must be a little taller than her. His turquoise T-shirt was billowing in the warm air, and his hands were in the pockets of his shorts, like he was trying to make himself small, but even from her seat she could see there was a smile on his face.

He was the most delicious thing she’d ever seen and he was right there, practically in her garden. Just the knowledge of that caused a blush to creep in under her freckles.

‘Urgh, what are you reading?’ screeched a voice from behind Cleo, making her jump and tip out of the swinging seat onto the grass.

Gabriela plucked the magazine from, which lay face down on the ground, and flipped it over to where it was open, spread-eagle, on a page about how to have an amazing time in bed.

‘I didn’t … I wasn’t … the wind kept turning the pages.’ Cleo scrabbled to her feet and tried to grab at the magazine, only succeeding in ripping off the cover.

‘Get off,’ her twin sister said, turning her back, now engrossed in the article. ‘You shouldn’t be reading about this stuff—’

At that moment, Gabriela raised her eyes towards the neighbouring garden and stopped.

Cleo, grassy knees, blushing face and clasping the mangled cover of her magazine, followed her sister’s gaze.

The boy was still standing at the end of the garden, the older woman thankfully nowhere to be seen, but he was now looking behind him, over at the twins. He pulled a hand from his pocket and waved. ‘Hiya,’ he said.

‘Hiya,’ Cleo mimicked, unintentionally parroting the boy.

‘Hello,’ Gabriela said, with her head tilted to the side as she took him in.

Cleo glanced at her sister and despite the biggest grin she’d slapped on her face, the one she’d practised in the mirror that showed all her teeth and went up to her eyes, her heart sank. He’d been hers, her fantasy, for two tiny minutes, but if Gabriela locked her sights on him, Cleo knew she couldn’t compete. There was just something about her sister, a quality she possessed that Cleo didn’t, a self-confidence like she’d figured out her identity long ago and was completely comfortable with it, and it drew people to her.

While Cleo searched her vocabulary for something to say – ‘my name is’ would have been a perfectly acceptable start, if she’d thought about it – Gabriela asked outright, ‘Who are you? Are you related to our neighbours?’

‘Yeah,’ added Cleo, as if she, too, had been on the brink of asking the same thing, rather than just following Gabriela. As usual.

The boy nodded. ‘I’m their grandson. I’m Eliot.’

‘I’m Gabriela; this is Cleo.’

‘Hi,’ he replied, then looked at Cleo directly and said it again. ‘Hi.’

‘Hi,’ she answered, the blush returning. Maybe it never left.

Gabriela looked over at her twin now, clocking the blush, amusement at the corners of her lips. But thankfully, the one thing her sister never did was that mortifying squawk her friends were prone to of declaring loudly, ‘You’re blushing! She’s totally blushing!’

From Gabriela’s fingertips still dangled the offending magazine like she was waving a flag. Just as Cleo tried to snatch it back, her sister turned on her heel and said, ‘I’m telling Mum you’ve been reading this.’

Cleo watched Gabriela stalk back into the house, not wanting to make a scene in front of this boy, instead emitting a faux-chuckle, like it was all great larks. She and her sister had taken to having moments where they screamed at each other over things that, to most people, seemed insignificant. Other times they bickered for hours, grating at each other about why the other twin wasn’t more like them. Gabriela usually won, and Cleo backed down to keep the peace. But as quickly as those arguments came, they could dissipate, and the twins would be back to huddling close on the sofa, limbs tangled, Gabriela asking Cleo to plait her silky hair while she mesmerised her sister with details of her new, blossoming, snog-filled love life.

‘Um … ’ Cleo searched for something to say, now Eliot and she were alone, but all she could think was, I’m alone with a really cute boy and what if he leans over the wall to kiss me and I’d totally let him.

‘Are you twins?’ Eliot asked.

‘Yep,’ Cleo said, desperate to throw out a second syllable somewhere to show him she could. ‘How did you know?’

The sisters were non-identical, so a lot of people didn’t realise they were twins. But Cleo could see the gold of her auburn curls reflected in strands of her sister’s chestnut hair. She could see the matching freckles on both of their noses. When they were out on the water together, even as little girls, Cleo could see a similar sense of happy contentment reflected in Gabriela.

But Eliot saw it too. At least, he saw something in her. However, he just shrugged, a little shyly, and said, ‘I don’t know. Lucky guess.’

‘So, um, why are you here?’ Cleo asked. She’d meant, What brings you to Wavebreak Bay? Why haven’t I seen you at your grandparents’ house before? But, as her mum liked to say, Cleo had a long-standing infliction of foot-in-mouth disease so she rarely seemed to find the right words.

But Eliot didn’t seem offended, or even fazed. ‘I’m spending the summer with my grandparents.’

‘Oh.’ She nodded. And he nodded. And just as she was about to say something else – though she didn’t know what yet – he turned and walked back towards the bungalow.

‘OK, see you round.’

‘See you round,’ she parroted, again.

Finally, as the door closed to the bungalow next door, Cleo allowed herself to take a big, pollen-filled, snotty sniff, just as her own back door opened.

‘Cleo,’ her mother, Felicity, barked, holding up the remnants of her magazine. ‘What are you doing reading about these things?’

‘It’s not mine!’ Cleo protested. It was. ‘I wasn’t reading it; I don’t even know what it means.’

Behind Felicity, Gabriela smothered a guffaw and ran away.

Cleo sniffed again.

‘Would you come inside?’ Felicity asked. ‘You know the pollen count’s high today.’

‘No, Mum, I’m fine.’

‘Cleo—’

‘I’m honestly completely fine.’ She sneezed and wiped her nose on the shoulder of her T-shirt. ‘I want to be in the garden.’

That summer, Cleo spent more time in the garden than anywhere else. She ate breakfast out there, she read book after book, she painted her toenails, she fixed her bike, she watched each and every sunset. In fact, pretty much the only time she left was when she went down to the beach, usually early morning before the crowds of holidaymakers arrived, and often with her sister; though Gabriela almost always needed coaxing to get into the chilly water. Usually, Cleo was the one who was prone to following Gabriela about. But Gabriela liked her hair to have that salty look so she almost always ended up agreeing, joining Cleo for a morning swim or to take their recently purchased kayaks out so she could soak up a few rays before heading out with her friends for the day.

Cleo liked being the one who encouraged Gabriela into the sea. In every other aspect of their dynamic, it seemed like her twin was doing everything first, or found it easier, or that it was Cleo who needed to be emboldened to step out of her comfort zone. But for Cleo, the sea was her comfort zone, and when she was there any self-doubt just … dissipated into the saltwater.

Their parents had told them this was the last summer they were allowed to laze around, and, next year, when they’d both turned sixteen – their birthdays being in May – they’d be expected to work at the family restaurant, Coacean, down in the town, unless they found something elsewhere.

So this summer, Cleo was staying firmly where she was. Where she had the most chance of ‘running into’ her new neighbour Eliot.

Oh, the daydreams she had about the two of them, falling in love over the garden wall, him taking her hand and leading her into his garden where they would dance under the moonlight. And then maybe he’d be an amazing dancer, like they were in their own version of her favourite movie, Step Up, and the two of them would have sizzling chemistry and moves together (overlooking her own dance skills). As she lay on the grass, her hay fever eventually fading away with the lessening of the pollen, she imagined having her first kiss with him; she imagined him confessing that he’d got a crush on her too; she imagined holding his hand and then telling everyone at school in September that she’d had a summer boyfriend.

But those wishes never materialised. She saw Eliot from time to time, and they chatted a little, and she tried to make lots of eye contact like the magazines told her to, but mostly he seemed to spend his days away from the house.

‘Eliot, from next door, has made friends with Celeste’s brother and his mates from the year above,’ Gabriela declared one day in August as they were helping tug each other out of their wetsuits. ‘He’s sixteen too, apparently, and they’re teaching him to surf.’

Cleo nodded nonchalantly, like this was only mildly interesting information and she hadn’t been watching him intently any time the waves were high enough for him and his friends to practise on the beach at Wavebreak Bay. Celeste’s big brother was popular, sporty and clever, and was expected to have aced all of his GCSEs when the results came out later that month. Celeste was always grumbling about how much pressure it put on her, especially since she couldn’t give a flying fudge brownie about school grades, and even less about sports.

Eliot was sixteen, the year above her. An older man. She wondered how he’d done in his GCSEs. Perhaps he could give her some tips as she entered her own Year Eleven this September. Perhaps he could privately tutor her, and then their fingers could brush as they both reached for a pencil, and then he could lean over—

‘Earth to Cleo, hello?’ Gabriela was knocking on Cleo’s head. ‘Are you coming?’

‘Where?’

‘To the beach this evening, for the barbecue.’

‘Whose barbecue?’

‘Celeste’s.’

Cleo was torn. She liked Celeste enough, and she really liked barbecues, but she always felt uncomfortable in big groups if she had to make small talk.

‘Eliot will probably be there … ’ Gabriela coaxed, and Cleo flared a fiery red shade.

‘What – why would I care about that? What?’ Cleo flustered.

But Gabriela just rolled her eyes, and Cleo started planning her outfit.

She went to the barbecue that night, but was too shy to leave the side of her best friend, Amelie. Instead, she watched Eliot out of the corner of her eye as the sun dipped beyond the red cliffs and the air cooled.

The summer days drifted by in their long, slow way. And it wasn’t until the winter came that Eliot became more than Cleo’s crush next door.




Chapter 4

~ Now ~

‘Right, chop-chop.’ Cleo pepped herself up, pulling away from the window of her flat. Thinking of Eliot, it was probably time she thinned out the postcards on her fridge a bit before he came back and thought she’d set up a shrine to him or something.

Her home was a tiny cove of sunshine, the studio in the old house at the very far end of Wavebreak Bay’s high street having big skylights above her loft bed. She was about a fifteen-minute walk through the town to the beach, but far enough that she never heard any noise from late-night pubs or early morning deliveries.

Cleo had lived here since the winter after she’d returned to Wavebreak Bay following university. She’d been here nearly ten years now, and nothing had really changed, from the pink and cream walls, to the shabby chic surf décor. It was exactly the same cosy coastal hideaway as it had been when she had moved in with visions of trailing sand across the wooden flooring every day. She’d even measured to make sure there would be somewhere she could prop her kayak, but soon realised heaving it up three flights of stairs wasn’t ideal, and so had temporarily left it in her parents’ garage. It was still in there. Nothing had changed. Except, maybe, for Cleo.

Leaving her latest postcard from Eliot on the fridge, along with a few of her favourite ones that had arrived this summer – one of a sea lion, one of a wave breaking over a place called Ocean Beach, and a rainbow-print Pride postcard – she gathered the others in her hand and took them to her wardrobe, which doubled as her ‘Cleo Cupboard’.

One half of the wardrobe was dedicated to clothes, mostly her work shirts, and cubbyholes full of leggings, shorts and sweaters. The other half, well, it was where Cleo stored the things she didn’t want the outside world to see.

As Cleo crouched on the floor, she ran her hand over her bone-dry wetsuit on the way down. It used to hang on the coat rack by the door, a tray under it to catch the drips after she’d rinsed it out in the shower, but when people came over, they’d see it and ask, ‘Oh, do you go in the sea a lot?’

When her answer went from, ‘Yes’ to ‘Yes, but it’s been a while, you know … weather’ to ‘Sometimes’ to ‘I used to’, she moved it into here.

Also in the wardrobe were old books from her teenage years that she still liked but that she worried people would laugh at, her soft toy zebra, her journals, the brochure for the local amateur dramatics group that she had once considered joining but chickened out, a dusty yoga mat, and her memory box, a deep wicker basket, which she pulled out, an old kayak paddle falling and bopping her on her head as she did so.

Cleo smoothed her fingers over all of her other belongings, giving them a little love before she shut them away again.

She lifted the lid of her memory box, and inside were bundles upon bundles of postcards, every one that Eliot had sent over the past five summers. She slipped the latest ones in under the elastic band of the top collection, and a thought crept in that whispered, Gabriela’s words haunting her, How long can you keep doing this? What ARE you waiting for?

But she pushed aside that thought, right back in the wardrobe with her memory box.

Standing up, she looked at a poster on the inside of her cupboard door, showing the female surfer Alexis Alexander crouching on a pink-and-white board as she rode through the tunnel of a sun-glistened turquoise wave in Hawaii. In the corner of the poster was a quote from Alexis.

‘“Be you”,’ Cleo read out loud before closing the door. ‘Well, that’s easy for you to say, Alexis, you’re the coolest person in the world.’

Cleo stepped out of the front door of the house and basked for a moment. The temperature had dropped overnight and now, with chilly air and sunshine, this really was the perfect of all the weathers.

The sky seemed bigger in October, sweeping above her in a vast, blue dome. There were colour pops of orange and red leaves on the grass banks around the edge of the tennis courts, blown over from the apple orchard that inclined up one of the two hills that watched over the valley that was Wavebreak Bay.

Cleo skirted the edge of the courts, one of which was now occupied by a white-clothed couple, and she jumped as a neon-yellow ball thwacked into the chicken-wire fence with a prang, right by her head.

‘Sorry!’ called out the player.

‘It’s totally fine!’ Cleo called back.

‘I didn’t see you there,’ they continued.

‘I know, I did come out of nowhere,’ she laughed. ‘Sorry.’

‘No problem,’ they replied, and got back to their game.

Cleo made her way onto the pavement of the high street that wove through the centre of the valley, and followed it as the pearl-and-ivory-painted residential homes melded into pastel B&Bs and businesses, and then into the familiar markers of most typical British beach towns, at least down here. She strolled alongside ice-cream shops, past FatFace, Joules, White Stuff, in between cafés that boasted cream teas brimming with dollops of local clotted cream.

She took in tell-tale signs that the off-season had arrived in Wavebreak Bay. Though most shops and businesses stayed open in the winter, more than people tended to think, there were some that shuttered their windows and locked the doors ready for lick of paint and a spring awakening in the new year.

Cleo spotted Marilyn coming out of her bakery to wipe the salt spray off the glass windows, a regular coating they were all used to, living on the coast.

‘Marilyn,’ Cleo called out. ‘I tried one of those new chocolate orange scones of yours the other day. They were delicious – my new favourites! I think I like them even more than your regular ones.’

Marilyn, who was extremely proud of her award-winning scones and now also her gleaming windows, gave a slightly less gleaming smile to Cleo. ‘Thanks, but they were actually made by my friend who visited last weekend, so it’s back to my ones from now on, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh, your scones are spectacular, I just meant those were the best chocolate orange scones I’d ever had.’ Cleo scuttled away, cringing and wishing she’d never opened her big gob.

She neared the seafront, the sunshine like a guiding light between the two cliffs that cupped the town.

On the top of the west hill sat the ginormous and stately Wavebreak Views Hotel, which felt like a cross between Newquay’s Headland Hotel where they filmed The Witches and the perfect setting for a Daphne du Maurier novel – except this one was all painted oyster-white. Next to the hotel was the Oceanside Youth Hostel, which overflowed with international visitors, especially during the summer months. The hotel wished that the hostel wasn’t sharing its clifftop, and vice versa. But Cleo, at the risk of sounding a hundred years old, thought the presence of the hostel gave the town a happy, youthful feel.

That said, in the summer, Wavebreak Bay could be heaving. Holidaymakers were everywhere, the beaches bursting, the sea sparkling with so many bathers it was like the opening scene of Jaws. Not in a bad ‘bring on a whopping shark to chomp them all’ kind of way – it was lovely to see – it was just a lot.

However, in the winter, when all those people had drifted away, when the sunshine relaxed and hung lower in the sky, when the beach became primarily inhabited by local surfers and dashing dogs, that’s when Cleo really loved living here.

And the best part of every winter? Eliot came home.

On the top of the other cliff, on the east side of the bay, was a row of wonderful, windswept houses, all several hundred years old and passed down through generations of families. Cleo was lucky enough to have grown up in one of them, watching the Atlantic waves crashing as she grew from a kid to a teen. Her parents still lived up there now, and had filled the house with a collection of pets since she and her sister had moved out.

Cleo stepped onto the esplanade, which stood above Wavebreak Bay’s long beach, with a string of beach huts like a candy necklace separating the two.

The beach, which arced deeper on the east, the side of the cliffs with the houses on, was covered in large, smooth pebbles in shades of rose gold, stormy grey and sunrise yellow. And when the tide was out, a wide strip of sand was revealed. It was a picture postcard. And Cleo got to work every day looking out at it.

Amelie, her old school friend, jogged past with the sun bouncing off the reflective strips on her long-sleeved running vest, as Cleo began to walk along beside the beach.

‘Cleo, are you going to work?’ Amelie asked, pausing and jogging on the spot.

‘I am indeed,’ Cleo replied.

‘I was going to call,’ Amelie panted. ‘But since you’re going anyway, could you pencil me in for a table for tonight? Four people, six p.m.?’

‘No problem!’

In all honesty, it was better when people phoned when they wanted a table at the restaurant she worked in, rather than asked her off the cuff, because she preferred to take table preference (inside or outside) and allergy info over the phone where possible. But Cleo could always give her a ring back later.

Coacean was the best restaurant in the whole of Wavebreak Bay, if she did say so herself. Founded by her parents back in the late nineties, and named after a combination of the twins’ favourite words as children (‘coast’ and ‘ocean’), Cleo had worked there full time ever since she moved back to the town, straight after university. It served super-fresh seafood, mouth-watering cocktails, and crisp, chilled wine, and sat on the eastern edge of the town. Cleo could be working out on the decking, and look up the cliff to her childhood home.

She was nearing the restaurant now, ready to start her shift. Even when the winter season came, Coacean remained the social hub of the town, so the days never dragged. She liked it more especially when the days got shorter and the interior, and exterior, of the restaurant glowed with thousands of warm white fairy lights.

Just before reaching Coacean, some bright colours down on the beach caught her attention, and she followed the steps down onto the pebbles to get a closer look.

A woman and a teenage boy were lazing in one of the two dinghies that were permanent features near the stilts of the restaurant, bright paint peeling under constant sun, and flower pots having been added long ago so that daffodils, daisies and tulips bloomed up from the bows throughout the year. Scattered beside the dinghy was an array of surfboards, bodyboards, kayaks and beach towels. A sign, from a local surf shop, read, End of Season Sale!

From a distance, Cleo gazed at a pink-and-white kayak, smaller and sleeker than her bulky, years-old one in her parents’ garage. It was coloured like swirled strawberry ice cream, similar to the surfboard Alexis Alexander rode in her poster back home. Was this a sign? Was it, finally, time for her to stop making excuses and go back in the water?

No, no. She couldn’t splash out on a new piece of equipment; she had a perfectly good kayak gathering dust. If she was going to invest in a new one she should have got on and done it years ago, when she’d first moved back, rather than losing interest and the skills. Could she even remember how to kayak safely these days? She should have bought that campervan she’d dreamed of and made time to explore the coastline. But she never had. And she wouldn’t even fit into that whole scene now.

She almost wished she had a big, dramatic reason for not wanting to go in the water. Something she could blame her reluctance on, like having floated out into the middle of the Channel for three days with only her kayak and half a sandwich. But she could only blame herself. Over the years, a combo of a lack of motivation, putting other people first, a few instances of bumped heads, a mild panic attack, and a whole lot of excuses meant it was she who kept pushing the things she loved aside, letting them fade into the horizon. It was just … easier to put herself last.

But … the surf shop woman looked kind. Perhaps she could just ask how much it was? Then think about it? Maybe this was the year to take the bait?

Cleo hesitated on the spot, rehearsing exactly what she was going to say. Then took a breath, and—

‘Oh, Graham!’ she said, spotting a dog walker, one of her parents’ friends, on the beach. ‘I’ve finished that book I was going to
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