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‘A good story like this needs a quiet afternoon, a sofa and a warm blanket. Moving and heartfelt! Enjoy’
FERN BRITTON

Amber, Lachlan and Raffaele met as teenagers in the seaside home of kind-hearted foster parents. Arriving in glorious Cornwall was the best thing that ever happened to them – and now, as adults, their bond is stronger than ever.

But Amber has a secret. She’s in love with Lachlan. She can’t confess her feelings because that would never work. Restless Lachlan dates a lot and definitely isn’t the settling-down type. Surely it’s better to keep him as a friend than to risk losing him for good?

Raffaele has his own dilemma. He had the dream girlfriend in Vee, until it all went horribly wrong . . . and he still can’t understand why. Is Vee hiding something from him?

Now their widowed foster dad Teddy thinks he’s found love again. Younger, charming and strikingly beautiful, is Olga as perfect as she seems? Or will she end up breaking Teddy’s heart?

Against a backdrop of sparkling seas and sunny skies, the unexpected is always just around the corner. Welcome to Lanrock!

Gloriously romantic and completely life-affirming, Jill Mansell’s wonderful new novel set in sunny Cornwall will make you believe in love again!




For Sue Gregson 
‘I Wanna Be Adored’ 
Love, as always, Mark xxx
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Chopping, slicing and dicing was Lachlan’s favourite thing. He liked it when the flashing blade of the knife became a blur; every time he did it, he tried to go faster and beat his own record.

He always wanted to do better, be better . . . and he might have succeeded if at that moment the restaurant phone hadn’t sprung to life.

Lachlan grabbed it and said, ‘McCarthy’s.’

‘Hi!’ said a voice he didn’t instantly recognise. ‘I left three messages on your phone and you didn’t get back to me, so I thought I’d try this number instead. And here you are!’

That narrowed it down. ‘Hi, Nell. Sorry, rushed off my feet. What was it you wanted?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t say no to rushing you off your feet! OK, remember back in March you took me to your friend Amber’s stained-glass studio and I bought that suncatcher? Well, I accidentally broke it, so I wondered if she’d make me another one because I loved it so much.’

‘I’m sure she would. You can ask her yourself,’ said Lachlan. ‘The number’s on her website.’

‘I know, but I couldn’t remember the name of the studio, you know what I’m like . . .’

‘It’s Lanrock Glass.’

‘OK, I’ll give her a call. Anyway, how are you? It’s been ages!’

There was a reason for that. Nell had always used a lot of exclamation marks. Her enthusiasm was exhausting. She’d also worked hard to turn their brief fling into an actual relationship. ‘Busy,’ Lachlan said as he put her on speaker and got on with the food prep.

‘But you don’t work on Mondays. I thought maybe I could come down and see you then?’

‘I’m not sure. I might have something else on.’

‘Lachlan, I’m not asking you to marry me. I just thought it might be fun.’

He stopped chopping the onions. It wasn’t like him to say no. And it would be fun . . . 

Tinggg went his phone, and a text from Amber flashed up on the screen: 

On my way.

Into the phone, he said, ‘Look, I’ll see how the next few days go. I’ll give you a call.’

‘Make sure you don’t forget to do that.’ There was an edge to Nell’s voice now.

‘Call Amber about the window thingy. Lanrock Glass,’ he reminded her. ‘I’m sure she’ll make you another.’

‘Oh, I’m not bothered. It was just an excuse to speak to you.’ With a burst of honesty, Nell added, ‘I only bought the first one because I thought it’d make you like me more.’

He laughed. ‘It did make me like you more.’

‘But not enough to want to see me again.’ Her pride was wounded; she’d called him up and he’d turned her down.

‘Look, I’m sorry, I’ve been kind of seeing someone. I’d feel bad going behind her back.’

‘Fine, I get it. No worries, you have a nice time with her. Maybe I’ll bump into you sometime.’

‘It’s been good talking to you.’

‘I think you’re just saying that, aren’t you? Bye, Lachlan.’

The call ended. Lachlan smiled to himself, carried on chop-chop-chopping potatoes into tiny dice, and thought how impressed Amber would have been if she could have heard him.

Maybe it meant he was becoming a better person at last.

Reaching for the next potato, he glanced up at the clock on the wall. Amber would be here soon.

*

Amber’s mum had always maintained that anyone with a scintilla of natural instinct was capable of applying lipstick by feel alone. It was a life skill worth honing, she’d said. Even on the day she’d died in the hospice, her body might have faded away but her lipstick had been perfect.

The brunette in front of Amber today clearly wasn’t taking any such chances. Pausing at the entrance to McCarthy’s restaurant, she peered into a small mirror and pouted as she touched up her own lipstick.

Rather than attempt to squeeze past, Amber hung back on the sunny pavement and idly admired the woman’s city-smart black pencil skirt. You didn’t see many of them down here in Lanrock, on the south Cornish coast.

A fresh layer of crimson duly applied, the woman smoothed her hair and unfastened one more button on her shirt before pushing open the door and disappearing inside.

Thirty minutes later, seated in a quiet corner of the restaurant with her laptop open in front of her, Amber finished the design she’d been working on for a stained-glass mirror surround and began eavesdropping on the conversation taking place three tables away between Lachlan and lipstick woman, who was evidently a journalist.

‘So you’ve achieved a great deal, career-wise.’ Lipstick woman leaned closer, her tone confidential. ‘How about your personal life?’

Lunchtime service was over but Lachlan was still wearing his chef’s whites. He reached for his bottle of iced water and said, ‘My personal life’s fine, thanks. But it’s not my number one priority right now. This place is.’

‘And that’s completely understandable. But no girlfriend at all? That seems like such a shame!’

Oh here we go. From across the restaurant, Amber cringed on the journalist’s behalf because she was shifting into flirt mode now, her eyes sparkling as she studied Lachlan’s face, gauging his reaction and the likelihood that he might fancy her.

‘No girlfriend,’ said Lachlan. ‘But I get by.’

‘I’m sure you do.’ She was smiling, twirling the stem of her empty wine glass. On the table between them, her phone recorded a couple of seconds of deliberate silence.

‘Actually,’ Lachlan glanced at his watch, ‘I need to get back to the kitchen pretty soon.’

‘Really? But you don’t open again until seven.’

‘I need to prep, though. Unlike some places, we don’t just take bags of chips out of the freezer and dump them in vats of oil.’

‘Hahahahaha.’ The woman ran her tongue over her upper lip, clearly excited by the mention of chip-gate. ‘I believe another chef wasn’t too happy when you said he used frozen chips. Have you heard from his lawyers yet?’

‘Of course not,’ said Lachlan. ‘It was true.’

She adopted a conspiratorial tone. ‘I’ve also heard some gossip about you refusing a request from a TV company to co-star in a show with a certain well-known Michelin-starred chef.’

‘Have you?’

‘And is that true as well?’

‘Might be.’ He took a swig of water.

‘Why would you turn down an offer like that?’

‘Because the certain well-known Michelin-starred chef is a dick.’

Oh, he went there. Across the restaurant Amber was tempted to give a coughing-major-type warning. But really, what would be the point? Lachlan would only ignore her; keeping his thoughts to himself had never been his forte.

The journalist gave a trill of laughter. ‘I can’t say I’d disagree with you there! You mean Gerry Walsh, am I right?’

‘You might think that. I couldn’t possibly comment.’

‘But wouldn’t you like to have your own series on TV?’

‘It’s not the be-all and end-all. I’d rather my customers came here to eat having heard the food’s fantastic than because they’ve seen my face on some crappy show.’ Lachlan spoke with an air of finality. He checked his watch once more. ‘Look, I’m really sorry, but there’s a ton of prep I need to be getting on with in the kitchen.’

‘You want to be the best,’ said the woman.

‘Of course. And I’m on my way there.’

‘It’s wonderful that you’re so passionate about what you do.’

Lachlan said, ‘Well, I’m glad you think so.’

Keeping her head down and tapping busily away on her laptop, Amber heard the sound of chairs being pushed back and guessed what would happen next.

‘Actually, I was going to head back to London this afternoon but I’m thinking now that it seems a shame to come all this way and not try your delicious food.’ The woman was visibly checking out Lachlan’s body now that they were both standing. ‘I’d love to book a table for this evening . . .’

And then we’ll share a few drinks afterwards whilst I tell you how amazing you are, then I’ll miss the last train home and end up having to spend the night with you.

Amber hid a smile, because it was so predictable. Honestly, every time.

‘What a shame.’ Lachlan looked regretful. ‘If only I’d known a week ago, I could have held a table for you. But we’re fully booked.’

‘Oh.’ The journalist’s face fell. ‘And there’s no way . . .?’

‘I’m sorry. It’s been fantastic to meet you, though. Next time you’re in the area, you must let me know.’

‘I shall.’ She switched off the voice recorder on her phone. ‘Could we have a photo together?’

‘Of course. Amber, will you do the honours?’

She’d guessed this would happen, too. The journalist handed over her phone and Amber took several snaps of the two of them, with Lachlan’s tanned arm around the woman’s shoulders. She looked pink-cheeked and excited, whilst Lachlan was . . . well, as effortlessly charismatic as ever, with that gypsy-dark glitter in his eyes, his glossy black hair and his deceptively angelic smile.

When the photos had been taken, the woman murmured, ‘And who is she?’

Lachlan grinned. ‘Amber? She’s . . . Let’s just say we’re close.’

He thought it was funny. Amber waited while they finished exchanging cheek kisses and saying their goodbyes. As he opened the door to let the woman out, she belatedly called out, ‘Not that kind of close.’

When the door had swung shut and it was just the two of them, she said, ‘You have to stop doing that, using me as an excuse. I hate it.’ She especially wished it didn’t make her blush.

Lachlan grinned. ‘That’s why it’s fun. How are you, anyway? All right?’

‘Not too bad, considering you asked me to come over here and then kept me waiting for an hour.’

‘I know, sorry about that. Forgot about the interview.’

‘She was angling for more than dinner tonight.’

‘I know that, too. But I didn’t go along with it. Aren’t you proud of me?’

‘Very proud. You’re learning. Well done,’ said Amber, because last year he’d slept with a journalist who’d taken umbrage when he’d neglected to call her afterwards and had subsequently got her revenge in print. It hadn’t been pretty, put it that way.

‘How d’you think this one went?’ As if he ever took a blind bit of notice of anything she said. 

‘You shouldn’t have called Gerry Walsh a dick.’

‘I didn’t. I didn’t utter his name.’

‘But we all know who you were talking about.’

He spread his hands. ‘Because we all know he’s a dick.’

‘It makes you sound arrogant.’

‘Is it arrogant to know you’re a better chef than someone else? Because I am better than him,’ said Lachlan. ‘And I’m less of a dick.’

‘So modest, too.’

His dark eyes danced. ‘I prefer honest.’

‘Whatever you say.’ She hopped up onto one of the high stools by the bar. ‘Anyway, tell me why I’m here.’

Lachlan pushed his fingers through his hair, raking it back from his tanned forehead. ‘It’s Teddy.’

‘What?’ If it was terrible news he’d have said it right away. ‘He’s OK, isn’t he?’

‘Oh, he’s OK, he’s having a whale of a time. Something’s bothering me, though.’

‘What kind of something?’ She couldn’t begin to guess. Teddy was currently sailing off the coast of Greece, over halfway through a twenty-four-day cruise. It was three years now since May had died, and he’d finally been persuaded to take a holiday. They’d all encouraged him to go, and cruise ships were friendly places, geared up to the needs of solo travellers.

‘I wouldn’t enjoy it.’ Teddy had been adamant when Amber had first presented him with the glossy, enticing brochure. ‘Where’s the fun in going away on my own?’

But she’d persisted, showing him online reviews and explaining that there were daily get-togethers for those travelling singly, big shared tables at dinner, organised trips ashore, quizzes and competitions and as much company as anyone could wish for, should they want it.

Then, when he had finally been persuaded, there’d always been a chance it could all go horribly wrong. Thankfully, that hadn’t happened. Two days after departing on the ship from Southampton, Amber’s phone had rung and for the next twenty minutes she’d had to abandon work in order to listen to Teddy extolling the joys of every single aspect of cruising. He was with his group of new friends, having a drink at a sunny harbourside bar before they all set out together to explore the shiny delights of La Coruña.

‘Remember how much you love it when it turns out you knew best after all?’ he’d said happily. ‘Well, you were right.’

‘I’m always right.’ The relief was enormous. ‘You should know that by now.’

‘The food’s incredible, everyone’s so friendly, and there’s nothing better in the world than sitting up on deck with a cocktail watching the sun go down over the sea.’

‘Oh my God, you’re drinking cocktails now?’ Teddy had been a pint-of-cider man his whole life.

‘I know, can you believe it? They’re amazing! They have umbrellas in them and they don’t even taste alcoholic. But they definitely are.’

She laughed. ‘Which one’s your favourite?’

‘Well, here on the ship it’s called Fun on the Beach, although in real life it has a naughtier name than that. I won’t tell you what it is.’

Amber’s heart gave a squeeze of love for the kindest man she’d ever known; she might be twenty-nine years old but Teddy still wanted to cocoon her from hearing about a cocktail called Sex on the Beach.

‘And you won’t believe this,’ he went on, ‘but out of all the people in our group, only a couple of us have never cruised before. The rest of them are mad for it, do it as often as they can. And now I can see why!’

‘That’s brilliant,’ she told him. ‘So d’you think you might book another one?’

‘There’s a travel agency right here on the ship,’ Teddy said. ‘I definitely will.’

That phone call had taken place a fortnight ago. The group of friends he’d made on board was still going strong and the photos he’d been sending her showed him growing steadily browner and – if it was possible – even happier as the days went by.

‘Tell me,’ Amber prompted now. 

Lachlan was busy scrolling on his phone. ‘Hang on, signal’s dodgy . . .’

‘Hello? This is me,’ she chided. ‘That’s the excuse you give girls when they want to know why you haven’t called them.’

‘Just be patient. OK, got it now.’ He raised his head, looked at her. ‘Remember when you were at school and had a massive crush on Lee Cope, and you were always levering him into conversations?’

‘What . . .?’

‘Like, if someone said their favourite colour was green, you’d say your favourite colour was purple and guess what, purple was Lee’s favourite too?’

‘I didn’t say that!’ Amber was indignant. Lee had been her fantasy boyfriend in Year 11. What was more, his favourite colour had been black.

‘OK, I’m just paraphrasing, but you were obsessed with him and couldn’t stop talking about him. Like, all the time.’

Belatedly, she did the maths. ‘Hang on, you weren’t even there, you’d left by then.’

‘I know, but I heard all about it from Raffaele. He said it was hilarious, they used to lay bets on how many times you’d casually mention his name.’

Of course it had been Raffaele; the pair of them had loved to tease her.

‘Fine,’ said Amber. ‘But you still haven’t told me why you’ve got me over here now.’

‘Take a look at this.’ Lachlan passed her his phone. Talk about a massive let-down. She glanced at the photo of Teddy and his group of new friends on the cruise ship, around twenty of them gathered out on the top deck at sunset, beaming as they raised their glasses for the camera.

‘I’ve already seen it. He sent me this one last week.’

‘I called him this morning while they were docked in Mykonos. We had a good chat. Obviously he’s still loving it.’

‘And?’

‘And in the first five minutes, he casually mentioned someone three times.’

‘Oh!’ Finally the penny dropped. Now this was more interesting. She expanded the photo. ‘And it’s one of these women? Which one? Tell me, tell me!’

‘What makes you think it’s a woman?’ said Lachlan.

Amber’s head jerked up. ‘What?’

‘Joking. Ha, your face.’

She returned her attention to the happy group on the screen, checking out each of the likely candidates in turn until she came to a smiley one in a peach dress and matching pashmina. She had plump cheeks, a sweet smile and neatly styled short brown hair.

‘Got it.’ She tilted the screen to show Lachlan. ‘She even looks a bit like May. Oh, this is good news, she looks perfect!’ For the last year or so, they’d been attempting to gently persuade Teddy to at least consider the idea of moving on, but he couldn’t have been less interested. May had been the great love of his life, he’d explained; what would she say if she knew he was dating another woman?

And when Amber had said, ‘But she’d want you to be happy again,’ Teddy had shaken his head, dismissing the idea out of hand.

‘I’m fine as I am, love. If I can’t have May back, I’m not bothered about being happy again.’

But now, fingers crossed, there was a chance that it could be happening anyway. The thought of love creeping up on Teddy and catching him by surprise made the backs of Amber’s eyes prickle with emotion, because if anyone deserved to be happy, it was him.

She didn’t cry, of course. That would give Lachlan too much of an opportunity to take the mickey.

‘She does look perfect, doesn’t she?’ he said. ‘Just right for Ted. Except it’s not her.’

‘Oh.’

‘I know.’

‘Why not? She’s so obviously the best match.’ Amber snatched the phone back and took another look. ‘So . . . it’s the one with the Dame Edna glasses?’

‘Nope.’

‘The flowery cardigan?’

‘Not even warm.’

‘Show me, then.’

Lachlan pointed. Amber peered and did a double-take, then gave him an accusing look, because it was surely another of his jokes.

Reading her mind, he shook his head. ‘This time I’m serious. Her name’s Olga.’
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Olga. Amber zoomed in and studied her with microscopic attention to detail. Olga’s hair was like a sleek blonde waterfall, scooped up on the left side with a jewelled comb and falling to her waist on the right. She was tall, her height enhanced by sky-high silver stilettos. Her dress was low-cut, figure-hugging and bright purple. At a guess, she was in her early forties. She was also strikingly attractive, with a full face of make-up and a minxy, flirtatious smile.

It was a mixed age group and whilst Olga might not have been the youngest, she was the only one dressed as if she were performing in the half-time concert at the Super Bowl. 

Amber looked up and said, ‘Are you sure it’s her?’

By way of reply, Lachlan indicated with his finger that she should scroll to the next photo, and there they were. Sitting together this time, in a glitzy-looking bar, the two of them perched side by side on high stools, leaning towards each other as they posed happily for the camera.

‘When he mentioned her for the third time, I asked him who Olga was,’ said Lachlan. ‘And that was it, there was no stopping him, I got the whole story.’

In this photo, Amber was able to see up close that Olga had almost luminous green eyes fringed with heavy false lashes, expertly contoured cheekbones and a pillowy mouth accentuated with lip liner and magenta lipstick. Her fingernails were decorated with three blended shades of gel polish and multicoloured crystals.

‘We wanted him to have a great time,’ she said. ‘Maybe it’s what he needs, just a harmless holiday friendship. All they’re doing is sitting next to each other in a bar on the ship. It doesn’t have to mean anything . . . you know, more than that.’

‘She grew up in St Petersburg. Her parents died when she was ten and she was sent to live with an aunt and uncle who beat her. They were alcoholics, they didn’t feed her; she ran away and lived on the streets until someone took her in . . . but she studied hard and worked twenty hours a day, and now she lives in Reading and works in a beauty salon.’ Lachlan paused. ‘Teddy also mentioned that she’s keen to see the Norwegian fjords, so he’s thinking of booking for them to go on another cruise together.’

‘Oh God, really?’ This all seemed a bit sudden.

‘I mean, maybe I’m reading too much into it. I really hope I am. But what if she has ulterior motives?’ said Lachlan. ‘I think you should give him a call. Have a casual chat, see if he mentions her. I’m pretty sure he will. He sounded completely smitten to me. Before he hung up, he said he couldn’t wait for us to meet her when they get back.’

Amber exhaled. It wasn’t just that Teddy was probably more than twenty years older than Olga. Appearance-wise, they weren’t exactly a matching pair. ‘You think she’s latched onto him because she’s out for what she can get?’

‘I hope not,’ said Lachlan. ‘But you have to admit it’s a possibility. Think about it: she spoke to him, heard his life story, discovered what kind of guy he is. He’ll have shown her photos of his big house, talked about when he retired and sold the company. He made a lot of money when he did that, remember. And women with those kinds of interests know what they’re doing. We used to see it all the time when I was working in London. They’re the experts, and men like Teddy don’t stand a chance.’

What he was saying made sense. Teddy had worked hard all his life and over the years had built up a hugely successful printing business employing hundreds of workers. Now retired, he might not be the outwardly flashy type, but he was without doubt a very wealthy man. The prospect of him being fleeced and having his still-fragile heart broken all over again was just too agonising to contemplate. Amber said, ‘Did you tell him that?’

‘Not yet. And I don’t want to. But I think we have to warn him, at least.’

‘I can’t bear it. Maybe we’re wrong and Olga’s lovely and it’s all completely innocent.’

‘Maybe.’ He paused. ‘Let’s hope you’re right.’

‘If I’m wrong, will it be all my fault?’ She’d been the one who’d persuaded Teddy to book the cruise, after all.

‘Course it will be.’ He gave her a playful nudge. ‘Hey, don’t look so guilty. Have you been over to the house today?’

‘Not yet. I’ll do it now.’

Lachlan disappeared into the kitchen, returning with a small carrier bag of bread rolls. ‘Here, take these with you.’

‘And I’ll give Teddy a call later, let you know what he says.’

Lachlan headed back to work, prepping for the evening service. Amber made her way along the narrow winding streets, swinging the bag of bread rolls. They were yesterday’s, which meant they couldn’t – heaven forbid! – be served in the restaurant, which was why they were destined to feed the birds in Teddy’s garden. But there was actually nothing wrong with them; they were still completely delicious. Opening the bag, she selected an oval focaccia studded with sun-dried tomatoes and sunflower seeds. Left to her own devices she bought cheap white sliced bendy bread, but that was because she could never be bothered to make her own. Luckily for her – and for the birds that flocked to Teddy’s garden – Lachlan could.

Even better, he was good at it. The bread he baked was out of this world. Tearing off a chunk, she turned right and took the steep shortcut up Smugglers’ Steps.

Minutes later, she reached Wood Lane and paused to catch her breath outside Teddy’s house. Number 19 was a large gabled Victorian property set in a wraparound garden, its west-facing front windows reflecting the afternoon sun. As always, Amber remembered the first time she’d set eyes on the place – it was like a Pavlovian response, replicating the emotions she’d felt all those years ago.

She’d been fourteen and terrified about what the future held. The previous year, her mum had left the latest in a long line of unhappy relationships and decided a move away from Milton Keynes was in order. They’d ended up in Plymouth, in a quiet back street where the occupants kept to themselves. Which had been OK until her mum became ill and there’d been no one else around to help out and offer support.

It was cancer, the doctors eventually discovered, but hopefully slow-growing. It was horrendous news, and the surgeons wanted to operate to remove as much of the cancer as possible, which was scarier still. The social worker had explained to Amber that whilst her mum was away in the hospital undergoing surgery and recuperating afterwards, she couldn’t be left in the flat on her own, and there were no friends or family to offer to take her in. Amidst the trauma of being worried sick about her mum, she found herself being driven from Plymouth to the much smaller seaside town of Lanrock in Cornwall, almost twenty miles away.

The social worker reassured her that the Penhaligons were a wonderful couple who’d been fostering children of all ages for years, but that had done nothing to stop Amber feeling churned up with anxiety and as jumpy as a cornered cat. Already confused and terrified, she’d also read enough books and watched enough TV shows to know that not all foster parents were as great as they liked to make out.

And as for these Penhaligons . . . well, she wasn’t even going to speak to them. If they tried to force her, she’d just run away, head back to Plymouth or maybe Milton Keynes, then just hide somewhere until her mum came out of hospital.

By the time they finally drew to a halt in front of her temporary new home, she was trembling all over and ready to leap out of the car to throw up in the nearest hedge.

Then the bright red front door was pulled open and a middle-aged couple came hurrying down the front path to greet them. Amber froze and took a step back.

‘Oh sweetheart, it’s OK,’ cried the woman. ‘I know you must be worried sick. We’re just going to be looking after you until your mum’s back on her feet. I’m May, and this is Teddy, and we’re so glad you’re here!’

She held out her arms. And Amber, who hadn’t planned on even speaking to these complete strangers, let alone making physical contact, found herself stepping forward into May’s welcoming embrace and bursting into gulping, noisy, long-overdue tears.

The relief, coupled with the fact that one of the worst days of her life had within seconds taken a turn for the better, was what had imprinted the scene so indelibly in her mind. May and Teddy had swept her up, drawn her into their lives and made her feel completely loved and secure.

Now, as she made her way across the drive to where the path led around the side of the house to the back garden, Amber glanced across at the neighbouring property. One of the other enduring memories of that day fifteen years ago had happened later in the afternoon while she’d been outside exploring the garden and the old man next door had been clipping his yew hedge. He’d looked over at her for a stony second before turning away and muttering, ‘Oh God, not another one.’

Which was when Raffaele had suddenly materialised at her side and said in a carrying voice, ‘Ignore him, he’s going all out to be crowned misery of the year.’

‘You watch what you’re saying, lad.’ The man’s eyes narrowed.

‘I’m just letting her know what you’re like.’ And when the man walked off in a huff, Raffaele said, ‘He’s a grumpy sod, don’t let him get to you.’

Amber turned and managed a smile, because it was nice to have someone on your side. ‘Thanks. Is he always like that?’

‘Pretty much.’ Raffaele shrugged. ‘Especially when people chuck slugs over the hedge into his garden.’

‘How often does that happen?’

‘As often as we can find them.’

‘How long have you been here?’ She took in his tight white T-shirt and slouchy jeans, flecked with grass clippings from where he’d mowed the lawn after getting back from school a couple of hours ago.

‘Me? Nearly two years.’

Two years. ‘That long? Wow.’ She wanted to know why, but it seemed rude to ask.

‘I know.’ He grinned at her. ‘I struck lucky.’

Now, Amber opened the carrier bag and examined the contents. There were five rolls left; four for the birds and another one for her. She sat down on the wooden bench in the shade of the rowan tree and began breaking up the bread, throwing it onto the dry grass. The birds were already on high alert, excitedly gathering along the top of the fence. The trick was to let the little ones, the robins and the sparrows, have first go at the crumbs whilst shooing off the hooligan gulls that were already greedily circling overhead.

It was a routine that had been begun by May and Teddy twenty years ago, and had continued ever since. Every day they’d come out and sit here on their favourite bench, accompanied by one or more of the many children they’d welcomed into their happy home.

‘No, stop it.’ Amber wagged a finger at a magpie as it dive-bombed the lawn, briefly scattering the robins and sparrows. She clapped her hands, the magpie flew off with a chunk of cranberry-studded wholemeal roll in its beak and within seconds the tiny birds were back. May had invented names and characters for them, making up stories about their adventures and teaching the smaller children about the importance of learning to share. These days they no longer had names, but while Teddy had been away on his cruise, Amber had come to recognise the regulars. A pair of blue tits who’d been nesting under the eaves flew down to join the others as she watched, and a sparrow hopped companionably aside to make room for them.

Did birds have friends? Did they get to know each other, keep in touch, show off their babies and continue to meet up as the seasons moved on? Did their various offspring become friends too? Did they argue and fall out, then make up again—

Amber pulled the ringing phone from her jeans pocket.

‘Where are you?’ said Raffaele. ‘I’m at yours and you aren’t there.’

‘I’m feeding Teddy’s birds. Go away.’

‘Fine, no need to shout.’

‘Not you, I’m talking to the crows.’ She waved her free arm at them. ‘Don’t be so greedy.’

‘Stay where you are,’ said Raffaele. ‘On my way.’
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He pulled up three minutes later. Amber watched him climb out of the car, taller and leaner than Lachlan, just as tanned, but with his light brown hair cut close to his head and his light brown eyes narrowing against the afternoon sun as he approached. 

‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ Raffaele joined her on the bench.

‘It’s still so weird to think you’re going to be here again full-time.’ She breathed in the familiar scent of him; he smelled of the sea, and faintly of limes. ‘Last week Lachlan came over to mine on his night off and we ended up watching The Blues Brothers on Netflix. And when they tell their old friends they’re getting the band back together, Lachlan said, “Just like us.”’

Raffaele grinned. ‘I suppose it is. Except you have to promise not to sing.’

Amber gave his ankle a kick, because making fun of her attempts at karaoke was what he and Lachlan had been doing for years, and to be fair they had a point. But the actual getting-back-together part gave her a warm glow every time she thought about it. Over the years, the Penhaligons had fostered almost a hundred children, some for a matter of days or weeks, others for longer. Many of them had stayed in touch, and when May had died three years ago, the church had been full to bursting; so many of their former charges had wanted to pay their respects.

The strongest bond, though, had been forged between Raffaele, Lachlan and Amber during their overlapping stays, and their friendship had endured ever since. When they’d returned to Lanrock each Christmas, May and Teddy had welcomed them with open arms, exclaiming that the Three Musketeers were home, and it had never failed to feel wonderful.

At May’s funeral, the three of them had stood together and given a joint eulogy, explaining the effect she’d had on each of their lives.

Amber closed her eyes briefly; when you loved someone that much, did the grief ever really lessen or did you just get used to walking around the gaping hole their loss had brought to your life? She wondered if maybe it was the fear of losing people you truly cared for that had prompted her to steer clear of serious relationships herself, in case they turned out to be more trouble than they were worth. She’d had a few brief romantic interludes over the years, but nothing earth-shattering; it had always seemed safer and easier to concentrate on building her career.

Anyway, never mind that now. She’d been the first one to return to Lanrock, at the age of twenty. Then Lachlan had come back two years ago. And now Raffaele was joining them too. It was happening, as if some invisible thread had drawn them together once more.

‘I bet I know what you’re doing,’ said Raffaele.

‘What am I doing?’

‘Singing along to some Blues Brothers song in your head.’

Amber laughed, because he was right as usual; in the background of her thoughts, the music to ‘Everybody Needs Somebody to Love’ was playing, her foot had been jiggling along with it and the words were being sung by an imaginary version of herself but with a much better voice.

‘You know me so well.’ She changed the subject. ‘How’s the refit coming along?’

‘On course to be finished by the end of next week.’

‘I still can’t believe you’re doing it.’

‘Neither can I.’ His tone was wry. ‘This is what happens when you give in to emotional blackmail. It could turn out to be the biggest mistake of my life.’

‘Or the best move you ever made.’

It had happened six weeks ago, during his last trip down from London. They’d been seated at a wooden table outside the Harbour Inn, watching the setting sun sink into the sea, when old Eric Kempner had come out of the bar with his pint of Rattler to engage Raffaele in lugubrious conversation.

‘Saw you on the telly t’other night. Doing well for yourself, lad. Good job.’ He shook his head. ‘Pleased for you.’

‘Thanks, Eric. And you were the one who gave me my first break.’ At the age of fifteen, Raffaele had taken a Saturday job in Eric’s barber’s shop, initially washing hair and sweeping the floor before progressing to buzz cuts and trims for the older, less discerning customers. He added, ‘How are things with you?’

‘Not great, lad. Still no buyer for the business. Thought it’d be snapped up, but no luck. It’s been three months now.’

Amber felt sorry for him. Eric was nearing seventy and had looked after his dad for the last fifteen years. Three months earlier his father had died at the age of ninety-three, and as soon as the funeral was over, Eric had put the property on the market. Rheumatoid arthritis had made holding scissors increasingly painful. The time had come to retire and move abroad.

‘The right buyer will come along.’ Amber’s tone was consoling. OK, it wasn’t the most salubrious of businesses, but someone would buy it, they always did. ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ she exclaimed, because he looked so despondent. ‘It’ll happen eventually.’

His face reddening, Eric took a swallow of cider and sat down heavily on the bench facing them. ‘Thing is, I’ve gone and got myself a lady friend.’

Well, this was news. ‘Eric, congratulations! We didn’t know that!’

‘No one knows. I met her online last year in a chat group for older carers, what with me having Dad, and her looking after her aunt in Benidorm. We’ve been talking to each other on Skype for over a year. It kept us both going, y’know? Then her aunt died after Christmas. After Dad went, we planned for me to sell my place here and move to Benidorm, get an apartment with a view of the sea.’ He paused, jowls quivering, and blinked hard. ‘So we can be together at last, you know? Well, that was the plan. Except the days go by and I still can’t find a buyer . . . It gets you down after a while, know what I mean? God, sorry.’ Ashamed, he rubbed his eyes. ‘It’s just, we waited so long, and now I’m starting to wonder if it’s ever going to happen. Knowing my luck, I’ll probably drop dead first.’

Raffaele had been listening intently. ‘Look, let me help you.’ He kept his voice low. ‘I can lend you enough so you can go over there right away. Let the agents take care of the sale. How about that?’

Eric turned his head to one side as if he were gazing out to sea. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. Finally he turned back and shook his head. ‘Thanks, that’s good of you. But I couldn’t let you do it. I’ve never been in debt in my life, my dad taught me that much. And he made me promise I’d never borrow money from anyone.’ He exhaled heavily, then glanced at Amber. ‘It’s fine, I’ll wait. Like you said, it’ll happen sooner or later.’

‘I understand.’ Raffaele nodded. ‘But if you change your mind, the offer’s there. Just say the word.’

Eric nodded and rose to his feet. ‘You’re a good lad. Don’t go telling everyone about my lady friend, will you? None of my mates know about her. Don’t want them taking the mickey out of me.’ He gestured awkwardly in the direction of the tiny back bar of the Harbour Inn, where the older locals tended to congregate. ‘You know what that lot are like.’

‘We won’t say a word,’ Amber promised. ‘What’s her name?’

‘Thanks, love. Her name’s Maureen.’ Unable to resist, Eric took out his phone and showed them a photo of a rosy-complexioned woman with a neat perm, bushy eyebrows and a shy smile.

‘Oh, she looks lovely,’ said Amber. In truth, Maureen looked like the kind of woman they might have expected Teddy to choose, homely and sweet.

Eric nodded proudly. ‘She is. She’s like a dream come true.’

Those words struck a chord; Amber remembered Raffaele saying them, a few months after he and Vee had first got together. This was it, he’d told Amber, too much in love to even be embarrassed by what he was saying. Vee was the one he’d been waiting for, she was everything he’d ever wanted. And having got to know Vee herself, seeing the two of them together, Amber had agreed that they were a perfect match, funny and happy and the best couple you could imagine. ‘She’s like a dream come true,’ Raffaele had said as they’d sat on the beach that night, watching Vee dancing under the stars.

‘I love her,’ Amber had told him. ‘You’re so lucky.’

And Vee, overhearing them, had run over and pulled the two of them to their feet to join in with the dancing. Her eyes sparkling, she’d said, ‘I’m the lucky one!’

Everyone had thought they’d be together forever. 

But that had been then, and this was now. Oh well, hopefully things would work out better for Eric and Maureen.

A week after his conversation with Eric, the increasingly difficult relationship between Raffaele and Vee had broken down completely. After a massive showdown at the salon culminating in a hairbrush being hurled at his head and a set of straighteners flying out of a second-floor window, it became apparent that working together was no longer an option. Everyone had warned him it could prove to be a mistake when they’d formed their business partnership, and everyone had turned out to be right. The next day, Raffaele travelled back down to Cornwall, paid a visit to the dilapidated barber’s shop with accommodation above it, and saw for himself why no one else was interested in taking it off Eric’s hands.

But he hadn’t been able to get the older man’s emotional words out of his head. And this seemed as if it could be the answer. Eric might be too proud to accept a loan, but a straightforward business transaction was another matter entirely. It would help both of them out.

Raffaele offered the asking price. The last eight years in London had been hard work but exciting as he’d built his career and achieved more success than he’d ever envisaged. Now he needed to get away, regroup and take a break from all the stress and drama. And as Amber had reminded him when he’d told her, where better to do that than back here in Lanrock, the place he’d always thought of as home, where life was easy and he had friends he knew he could trust?

Now, as they sat together in Teddy’s garden watching the birds squabble over the remains of the bread rolls, Raffaele said, ‘I’ll need to head off soon. Will you keep an eye on the work going on at the salon until I get back next week? Let me know if there are any problems?’

‘Course I will.’ She knew he still had plenty of business commitments to sort out before he could move down here properly, and Vee wasn’t making things easy for him. Amber gave his arm a consoling squeeze; he insisted he was fine about the break-up, but he and Vee had been together for over four years and they’d been so happy together up until last year, when it had all started to go wrong. It had to hurt. ‘You OK?’

‘I’m great.’ He nodded, his smile faint but reassuring. ‘How about you?’

‘You know me. I’m always great.’

‘Oh, before I go, I got a text from Lachlan telling me to ask you about Olga. Who’s Olga?’

‘That’s the million-dollar question.’ Taking out her phone, Amber showed him the photos Lachlan had forwarded to her and relayed the whole story – well, as much as they knew of it, which actually wasn’t much at all. Lachlan had been googling Olga and checking her out on social media, but other than an Instagram account showing photos of false lashes, false nails and iridescent eyeshadows, there was little to check out.

‘Right.’ Raffaele nodded slowly when she’d finished. ‘So she looks like someone out of a Bond movie and probably has an accent like a Russian spy.’

‘Pretty much. What d’you think?’

‘I think maybe Lachlan’s finally got around to watching Killing Eve.’

‘I’m not saying she’s going to persuade Teddy to leave everything to her in his will before chucking him off the nearest cliff,’ said Amber. ‘But do you think she could be after him for his money?’

‘Maybe. Maybe not.’ Raffaele shrugged and stood up, ready to leave. ‘But there’s nothing any of us can do about it right now. It could be a harmless fling that’ll be over by the end of the cruise. We’ll just have to wait and see what happens next.’

Amber hugged him. ‘Well, drive carefully. And give—’ She stopped abruptly, because it was no longer appropriate to add ‘And give Vee my love.’

But of course Raffaele knew what she’d been about to say. He took out his car keys and said with a rueful half-smile, ‘Don’t worry. We’ll get used to it, in time.’

*

It had happened four years ago, and it most certainly hadn’t been love at first sight on Vee’s side. The hairdressing competition was being held in one of the hotels bordering Hyde Park and Raffaele was the guest judge, just back from a trip to LA where he’d been working flat out during awards season, styling the hair of those who’d be walking the red carpet.

He spotted Vee early on, and liked what he saw. Later, he would learn far more about her: that her father was Jamaican and her mother was Welsh, that she couldn’t go a fortnight without adding to her collection of colourful earrings, and that when telling a joke she invariably creased up with laughter before getting to the punchline. But at the time, he was more interested in her athletic physique, her close-cropped hair dyed white, and the look of intense concentration on her face as she worked on the hair of the model in front of her.

The more he looked, the more he liked what he saw. She was chatting animatedly with other people around her. Her huge dark eyes were mesmerising, her laugh infectious. She was wearing a black T-shirt, black jeans, red stilettos and red lipstick, and it wasn’t long before she noticed Raffaele watching her. From then on, fleeting glances and tiny smiles were exchanged whenever he found himself in the marked-off vicinity of her workstation. Well, there was nothing like a bit of unspoken flirtation to brighten the day.

Until it came to the judging, when as guest judge he had to choose his own personal winner.

Awkward.

Other categories had already been judged and awarded, but this one, arranged by the sponsor who was paying his appearance fee, was purely down to him. Now Raffaele found himself with a dilemma, because he genuinely couldn’t decide between Vee’s work – he’d found out her name by now – and that of a young lad from Coventry who’d achieved an entirely different but equally spectacular result.

He was torn, but in the end it came down to sheer physical attraction. The boy was gaunt and pale, with prominent teeth and the narrow, mistrustful eyes of a cornered fox. Vee was stunning and exuded sex appeal.

What else could he do? With the eyes of the room upon him, Raffaele knew he had no choice but to make his way over to the boy’s chair and present him with the winner’s trophy.

As he was leaving the event an hour later, he saw Vee carting her kitbag across the road to the bus stop. Hurrying after her, he caught up just as the bus arrived.

‘Hey—’

‘Come to say you’re sorry? Too late.’ No longer smiling, she waved him away and jumped onto the bus.

It was heading in the opposite direction to where Raffaele wanted to go, but what other choice did he have?

‘Please go away,’ said Vee when he sat down next to her.

‘I’ve spent the last hour looking for you.’

‘That’s a coincidence. I’ve spent the last hour actively avoiding you.’

‘Look, I’m sorry.’

‘I should have won.’

‘I know you should have won.’

‘My work was better than his.’

She was right. He nodded. ‘It was.’

Vee turned to look at him, and he saw the hurt and disappointment in her eyes. ‘So you knew it and I knew it, but someone else gets to go home with the trophy.’

‘I saw you. I liked you. I mean, really liked you,’ said Raffaele. ‘I heard you joking with your model about being too busy to find a boyfriend, and I knew I wanted to get to know you, ask you out. Then I realised how that would look if I announced you as the winner, then people saw us together afterwards. They’d say the competition was fixed from the start, and that wouldn’t do either of us any good. Which is why I had to give the trophy to the other guy instead.’

‘You mean so you could get my number and meet me for a drink?’

Honesty had to be the best policy. ‘Yes.’

Vee exhaled. ‘And did it occur to you for one moment that given the choice I might have preferred to win the competition?’

He’d put his own feelings first. ‘I messed up. I’m sorry.’

‘Me too.’

They sat in silence for the next few minutes. Raffaele pretended to be looking out of the window. In the reflection of the glass, he could see Vee’s long fingers tapping impatiently against the knee of her black jeans. He’d got it wrong and he didn’t know what to do. He appeared to have got himself into a lose-lose situation.

Finally, she said, ‘Where are you going?’

‘No idea. Where are you going?’

‘Wandsworth.’

He snapped his fingers. ‘That’s the name I couldn’t remember. Wandsworth. That’s where I’m headed, too.’

‘Why?’

He pointed to her bulky canvas holdall. ‘So I can carry that for you.’

‘You think I can’t carry it myself? I box in my spare time. I bet my muscles are bigger than yours.’

He was getting nowhere fast. In desperation, he said, ‘What’s Vee short for?’

By way of reply, she turned and raised two fingers at him. ‘It’s short for this.’

Which served him right, but was at the same time faintly encouraging, because there was a spark in her eyes that hadn’t been there before, along with the tiniest glimmer of a smile.

‘Short for fuck off.’ Sympathetically, he nodded. ‘Must have been interesting, growing up.’

Against her will, the smile grew. ‘Very good, but I’m not letting you off that easily. If you want to take me out, you have to grovel.’

Sometimes, when you’re unexpectedly granted an opportunity, it’s necessary to just grab it. Raffaele’s heart leapt as he slid off his seat onto one knee in the middle of the aisle. Clasping Vee’s hand, he said, ‘I’m sorry, I’m an idiot, I was wrong and I don’t blame you for being mad with me. But if you’d let me take you out, you’d make me the happiest man on the planet.’ He paused and clutched his heart. ‘What else can I say? I’m sorry, I’m sorry . . .’

‘That’s the lad we saw on the telly, remember?’ An older woman on the other side of the bus gave her friend a nudge. ‘Is this one of them hidden camera shows?’

Vee dragged him back onto the seat beside her. ‘Shh, stop, you’re being embarrassing.’

‘That’s your fault,’ said Raffaele. ‘You made me do it.’

The older woman across the aisle said, ‘So are you going to go out with him, then?’

‘Haven’t made up my mind yet,’ said Vee.

‘He did say he was sorry.’

‘Several times,’ said Raffaele.

‘He’s a hairdresser, love. Always handy to have around.’

‘I suppose,’ said Vee.

A girl sitting in front of them turned to look at Vee. ‘Not that I’m speaking from bitter experience or anything, but if he’s a hairdresser, you might want to make sure he isn’t gay.’

Five days later, after their third date, Vee Harper allowed Raffaele to prove he wasn’t gay. He’d also come to realise by then just how special she was. After a decidedly dodgy start, this brand-new relationship was turning into one he didn’t want to end. Vee – it was short for Alvita – worked as a senior stylist at a salon in Covent Garden and had begun making a name for herself as an Instagrammer, demonstrating her skills with both hair and make-up. Thanks to her engaging manner and witty asides, she was steadily building her online audience whilst becoming more and more in demand at the salon.

As the weeks passed, Raffaele was increasingly relieved he’d found her. She was a year older than him, funny, hard-working, ambitious, and perfect in every way. He’d come so close to messing up and missing out, but fate had taken pity on him and given him a second chance with this amazing girl who loved to eat carrot sticks dipped in Marmite, who could dance forever, and who burst into tears every time she saw that schmaltzy TV ad with the grey and white kitten left out in the rain. (‘Oh, I can’t bear it, turn it off . . . No, don’t turn it off, look at his little face, he’s so sad!’)

The two years that followed were golden, the very happiest of his life. There were trips to get to know Vee’s mum’s relatives in Cardiff, as well as a holiday in Jamaica to meet her dad’s side of the family. They were a proper couple and he was in love for the first time. The salon was doing fantastically well. Vee’s star was rising too. Best of all, she wasn’t one of those obsessive Instagrammers who made their boyfriends take endless photos of them all over the place; when they were out and about together, she took her own snaps in twenty seconds flat, then put her phone away. They worked hard, went out often, and hardly ever argued. As relationships went, theirs couldn’t have been better.

Then the owner of the salon Vee worked in decided to sell up and move abroad, and Vee found herself having to look for another job. As they were discussing it over dinner in the flat one evening, Lachlan joined in. ‘Look, everyone knows you as a couple, they’re invested in your relationship, so why not go into partnership?’

It had seemed like the perfect answer, a failsafe decision. So they had.

And that was when it had all started to go horribly wrong.

OK, time to stop thinking about Vee. As he reached the dual carriageway, Raffaele pressed his foot down on the accelerator and turned the radio to top volume so the music could drown out the unhappy memories in his head.
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While Lachlan was finishing prep, Peggy Smart’s dusty white four-by-four skidded to a halt outside the restaurant and she came flying in.

‘Darling! Table for five at seven thirty, can you squeeze us in?’

It was an order rather than a request. Whatever Peggy wanted, Peggy got. This afternoon she was wearing a voluminous orange and purple kaftan, flat gold sandals and turquoise-framed sunglasses perched on top of her head. There were splashes and splodges of paint on her tanned feet, halfway up her arms and in her bird’s-nesty blonde hair.

‘Make it eight o’clock and you’ve got a deal.’ He breathed in a waft of oil paint, turpentine and the ever-present Chanel No. 19. ‘What’s the occasion?’ Not that she needed one.

‘Celebrating finishing another work of art. Just dropped it off at the gallery. Not quite dry yet, but I couldn’t bear to wait.’ She beamed. ‘It’s magnificent, my best yet. Someone’s going to snap it up.’

‘If they have any sense.’ When you were accustomed to speaking your mind and being upfront and honest, it hadn’t been easy learning not to be. But sometimes it was necessary and you just had to get on and do it. Crossing to the computer, Lachlan checked the bookings. ‘Table four OK?’

Table four was at the back of the restaurant. 

‘Stop it! Don’t you know who I am?’

‘Never seen you before in my life.’

‘We’ll have my usual table.’ Of course she would; the one in the window, the best in the house. ‘And is that pork and prosciutto thing on the menu tonight?’

‘No,’ said Lachlan.

‘Well, I’d like it anyway. You know it’s my favourite.’

‘I’ll see what I can do.’ He loved her, but she drove him mad.

‘Bastard.’ Peering out through the plate-glass window, Peggy gave a cry of outrage. ‘He’s out there again! What’s the matter with the man?’

The local traffic warden was the bane of her life, and was it any wonder? ‘You are parked on double yellows,’ Lachlan pointed out.

‘That’s not the point. It’s the way his eyes light up when he sees my car – I swear he’s fixed one of those tracker things to it. OK, I’m off.’ Racing to the door before the warden had time to issue a ticket, she raised a hand in farewell. ‘See you later. Oh, and we’ll be wanting some of those raspberry macarons; don’t forget to make them!’

‘What did your last slave die of?’ said Lachlan.

Peggy jangled her keys at him. ‘Exhaustion!’

The first time Lachlan had set eyes on Peggy Smart, it could have gone very much either way. Luckily for him, he’d perfected a sublime new pear and Pernod dessert that morning and was in an excellent mood.

Which just went to show, being nice to a complete stranger definitely had the power to change your
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