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  Chapter One

Lilly



The stern-faced man in the doorway gives my glittery gold pumps the side eye. I stomp past him and look around the unfamiliar building. 
What is this place? Seriously, who designed this? There are dusty old things scattered about on tables, and people are actually standing around studying them with the sort of intense concentration usually reserved for exam papers or restaurant menus. I keep moving, hoping to find a loo or at least a corner where I can gather my wits. Instead, I stumble into a room absolutely heaving with people, all sitting in neat rows like they’re in a school assembly. At the front, there’s this man in an expensive-looking suit rattling off numbers in a very authoritative voice. It’s quite hypnotic actually.
I slide into an empty chair, trying to look like I belong. My shoes catch the light, and I quickly tuck my feet under the seat. For a moment I think maybe it’s some sort of posh bingo – which would be brilliant, I’m quite good at bingo, but then the penny drops.
For my life!
I’ve wandered into an actual auction. It’s like eBay, but you can see the people bidding in real time.
Amazing!
The murmurs of the crowd grow louder as the next item is brought onto the stage. It’s a framed photo of a quaint little café, nestled between rolling green hills, with the blue sea sparkling in the background. A sign over the door reads: The Toasted Teacake Café.
I blink. Something about the image pulls me in.
“…a rare opportunity,” the auctioneer announces. “This beautiful café is located in the idyllic town of Jellyfish Bay, down in Cornwall, just a stone’s throw from the beach, surrounded by the historic Manacles Coast. A rare opportunity to buy a viable business in an area of outstanding natural beauty.”
A loud sneeze rockets through the hushed room.
“A steal at half the price,” murmurs a voice in my ear.
I turn my head.
An elderly woman is sitting just behind me. I can see she’s drawn to pretty colours. Her emerald-green coat is amazing. Silver curls frame intelligent eyes that twinkle like she already knows how this ends.
Hey, I know her, don’t I?
Wasn’t she friends with my gran? What was her name, Xena? Zita? No… Zelda. That’s it.
Zelda tilts her head towards the stage, where the auctioneer is still going strong.
“Lovely place, that café,” she whispers.
I turn back to the front.
“…Do I have any bids?”
“Five thousand!”
My stomach flips. Five thousand? For a whole café?
Zelda nudges my elbow. “You should bid.”
I blink. “What? No. I can’t buy a café.”
“Are you sure? This is the opportunity of a lifetime.”
I inhale sharply. This is ridiculous. I’m not even supposed to be here. If it weren’t for Harry and Gina…
“Six thousand,” someone else calls.
“You know you want to,” Zelda says. “I can see it in your face.”
“I can’t!”
“You can,” she insists, all serene and annoyingly mystical. “And you should.”
“Seven thousand!”
Before I can stop myself, my hand shoots into the air.
“Eight thousand to the young lady in the fluffy pink coat!”
A murmur runs through the crowd. My breath catches. 
What have I just done?
From the front row, another hand lifts. “Nine thousand.”
Good. That’s good. I’m out. It was a moment of madness. A temporary glitch in my frontal cortex. Now I can go home, drown my sorrows with wine like a normal person, and sing some really bad karaoke. That’ll give the upstairs neighbours something real to complain about for a change.
Then Zelda’s bony hand covers mine. “Can you go higher, dear?”
“Zelda, I…”
“Ten thousand?” the auctioneer prompts.
Zelda nods towards the stage. “You’ve always wanted a café. It’s yours if you want it.”
My fingers twitch. Do I want it?
Weirdly… yes. More than anything. I don’t even know why, but it feels like I’ve stumbled onto something important.
I raise my hand.
“Eleven thousand to the lady in the pink coat!”
A murmur ripples through the room.
The woman in the anorak scowls and raises her hand again. “Twelve thousand!”
My heart thunders. I should stop now.
Zelda watches me like she’s betting on me in a horse race. “Go on, love. Go for it!”
“Thirteen thousand?” the auctioneer calls.
My sister would laugh. Harry would think I’ve completely lost it.
I raise my hand. “Fourteen thousand.”
The auctioneer looks at anorak woman. “Do I have fifteen?”
She hesitates. Her hand twitches. And then… she lowers it.
“Going once…” the auctioneer says.
My palms are damp. My head’s spinning.
“Going twice…”
Holy cow! What have I done?
“Sold! To the lady in the pink coat!”
There’s a polite smattering of applause. Zelda claps with glee.
I sit frozen, my heart hammering.
“I think I might have just ruined my life,” I whisper.
Zelda beams and pats my arm. “Or maybe, my dear, your life has just begun.”






  
  Chapter Two

Lilly



The flat is filled with the scent of charred caramel from my earlier banana bread experiment when I burst through the door and fling my handbag down on the sofa. My sister, Sorrell is hunched over her laptop, typing like a woman on a mission.
I feel a pang at the familiar sight of her completely absorbed in her work. She’s always been the focused one, the one who knows exactly what she wants and goes after it with laser precision. By comparison, I’ve always flited from one obsession to the next. For a while, I thought cooking was going to be my thing, but I didn’t see eye to eye with my Food Tech teacher at school, so then I turned to karate, and later to messing about with card tricks and magic. While I’ve hopped from one thing to the next, Sorrell had her five-year plan mapped out by the age of twelve. She’d probably have a spreadsheet for finding the perfect man if she wanted one, complete with compatibility algorithms and risk assessments.
“I bought a café,” I announce.
“That’s nice,” she replies, her eyes still on the screen.
“No, seriously. I caught Harry snogging Gina, so now I’ve bought a café down in Cornwall.”
Sorrell turns to face me slowly.
“Sorry, what now?”
I swallow. “They’ve been sneaking around behind my back. I caught them in Nellie’s together. That was supposed to be our place.”
Nellie’s. Even saying the name makes my chest tighten. Harry took me there for our third date, back when everything was golden. It was this tiny place tucked away behind Camden Passage. The owner always remembered how we liked our coffee, and we’d share a big dish of ginger nut ice-cream that came in a tall glass with two spoons. I’d imagined Harry proposing there one day. Instead, I walked in today to find him feeding Gina a spoonful of ice-cream. She was laughing in that breathy way she does when she’s trying to impress a man.
“Oh, Lilly!” Her face crumples. “Are you absolutely sure? Maybe they were just planning a surprise birthday party for you or something?”
“They were eating each other’s faces off. It was not party-related.”
Sorrell grimaces. “I always thought Harry was a boneless weasel, but Gina? I can’t believe she would do that.”
“Me either.”
The truth is, I’ve been blind to who Harry really is. I’d created this perfect version of him in my mind, filling in all the gaps with what I wanted to see rather than what was actually there. When he forgot our anniversary, I told myself he was stressed about work. And when he cancelled our weekend away, I convinced myself he was working on his career. And when he stopped texting me good morning, I told myself he just wasn’t a text person. Or a morning person. I became an expert at making excuses for him when any fool could see he wasn’t putting in the effort.
“What did they say when you confronted them?”
“Not a lot. But then I had just dumped a jug of water over them both.”
“Good for you! But hang on...” Her eyes narrow. “Did you just say you bought a café?”
I nod. “I ran out of there, straight into an auction house. They were already bidding. I got it at a bargain price.”
Her face twitches. “You didn’t sign anything, did you?”
“I paid the deposit. I’m going to withdraw the rest from my savings tomorrow.”
“Not Gran’s inheritance? Lilly, she wanted you to use that for a house deposit!”
Gran was the only person who ever understood my restless heart. While Mum and Dad fretted about my lack of direction and Sorrell rolled her eyes at my crazy notions, Gran would sit with me in her tiny kitchen, hands wrapped around her bone china teacups, and encourage me to dream big.
“You’re a round peg in a square hole,” she used to tell me, pushing the biscuit tin towards me. “The trick is to find the thing you were really meant to do and go for it, hell for leather.”
I blink as I realise Sorrell is still staring at me. Her face has gone a little puce.
“Answer me, Lilly, this is not the time to daydream!”
“The café is my house. There’s a flat upstairs. It’s perfect.”
“You haven’t even seen it. There must be a cooling-off period or something. This isn’t a mascara purchase, Lilly.”
“It feels right. Look.” I hold out my phone. “Zelda was there too. She said it was a good buy.”
“Gran’s batty old friend? She’s totally off her rocker. You know she’s probably a witch.”
“Well, the witch thinks I should go for it.”
She grabs my phone and stares at the photo.
“It looks like it was last decorated in the seventies.”
It just needs a bit of TLC. Some paint, and maybe new curtains. I can totally handle this.”
“Or you’re having a stress-induced breakdown. You’re an executive assistant. Not a cafe owner. What about your job?”
My job. Eighteen months of filing reports, scheduling meetings, and managing other people’s lives while my own gathered dust. Eighteen months of watching my boss take credit for my ideas, of smiling politely while he explained things I’d already worked out, of being the girl who keeps everything running, but never the person who got to make decisions. The irony isn’t lost on me that I’ve spent so long organising other people’s dreams that I’d forgotten about my own.
“That place was sucking my soul out through my ears. Don’t you remember how Gran always said I should open a cafe of my own?”
“Gran was just buttering you up to help in the kitchen.”
But that’s not true. Gran saw something in me that I lost sight of somewhere along the way. She watched me experiment with new recipes, and saw how I lit up when I was creating something beautiful and nourishing for the people I loved.
“You have the gift,” she’d said once, watching me pipe cream rosettes onto a Christmas cake. “Not just for baking, but for making people feel welcome. That’s rarer than you think, Lilly love.”
I’d brushed it off then, but now, sitting in our London flat with my heart in pieces, I wonder if she’d been trying to tell me something important about who I was meant to be. I look over at my sister.
Can you please just be happy for me?”
“Happy? I want to burn Harry’s house down.”
“But this could be amazing! A fresh start, a new adventure. This is exactly what I’ve been waiting for my entire life.”
She studies me for a moment. “Are you really sure about this madness?”
“Completely!”
She glances at the photo again, then back at me. “I suppose you could always flog it if everything goes horribly wrong.”
“I’m not selling it. I’m already in love with it.”
“You’ve never even been inside.”
She crosses her arms. “I assume this means you’re abandoning me as well?”
“Sorry.”
“When exactly are you planning this great escape?”
“Tonight. I’ve already booked my train ticket.”
She stares at me like I’ve announced I’m joining the circus. “And I suppose you expect me to help you pack for this ridiculous venture?”
I give her my most winning smile.
“Do you honestly think I’ve lost my mind?”
“Oh, you’ve completely lost the plot. But I also know there’s absolutely no point trying to talk sense into you.”
“Exactly.”
She heads toward the fridge with a resigned sigh. “Right then. I’m definitely going to need wine for this.”
“I’ll fetch the glasses.”

      ***Paddington Station is absolutely heaving with people when I hop off the tube. I hug Sorrell goodbye, then I drag my yellow polka-dot suitcase behind me, feeling like the heroine in an old black and white film as I head for the sleeper train to Cornwall. I check my ticket seventeen times, find my carriage, and climb onboard.
I packed with the same manic energy that drove me to buy the café, throwing in clothes without thinking, grabbing books I might never read, and stuffing in the emergency chocolate stash from the fridge. Somewhere in my case is the necklace Harry gave me for our first anniversary, a delicate silver chain that I couldn’t bring myself to throw away. Maybe once I’m settled, I’ll take it to a charity shop so someone else can have it.
And then, because my life is apparently a terrible romantic comedy, I hear his voice:
“Lilly!”
I spin around. Oh, for crying out loud! It’s Harry, looking like he’s just sprinted here from Zone six. His hair is doing that thing where it sticks up at all angles, and he’s breathing like he’s just gone into labour. He’s also wearing the Icelandic jumper I bought him for his birthday, which he once complained was as itchy as a bag of lice.
“You can’t just run away,” he pants. “Get off the train. We need to talk about this properly.”
I shake my head so hard I probably look like a bobblehead. “There’s nothing to talk about.”
He takes a step closer.
“Gina doesn’t mean anything to me. It’s you I’m in love with, Lilly.”
My heart gives a treacherous little skip. I hate that those words still affect me, but they do. They just feel poisoned now, like finding out your birthday cake was made with rat’s milk.
The worst part is that I don’t remember the last time he actually said it out loud. And now his words sound hollow. Because if he really loves me, then why did he mess around with my best friend?
He climbs onto the train. The absolute nerve!
I glare at him.
“Are you being serious right now? The train’s about to leave the station.”
“I can’t let you leave! Not without telling you how I feel!”
There’s this awful tug-of-war happening inside me. I want to believe him so badly, but the image of the two of them is burned into my brain. I still see her arms wrapped around his neck, and her lipstick smeared across his mouth, like they just couldn’t help themselves. He’s never kissed me like that. No one has.
Passengers are squeezing past us with their enormous suitcases, tutting and sighing. I clutch my keycard and think about my little café by the sea.
“Come on, let’s go and get a coffee,” he says. “We can work this out like adults.”
I glare at him. “I’m going to Cornwall.”
“I’ll come with you.”
“Give me a break. Your entire life is in London. Your job, your flat, your... your other girlfriend, apparently.”
“You are my life.”
Oh, spare me!
“I’m going to find my compartment now. You really should get off before you end up in Plymouth.”
He reaches for my arm, and I go completely rigid. Then I give him the sort of look that would freeze lava.
My voice is shaking as I look at him. “If you ever cared about me at all, you’ll walk away right now.”
I notice a train conductor making his way down the corridor, checking tickets. Harry spots him too. He releases his grip, and I take the chance to squeeze past him. I find my compartment and stumble inside, locking the door behind me. I breathe hard, blinking the tears from my eyes.
The compartment is clean and compact, like a cosy cocoon. I press my forehead against the cool window and silently beg the universe to get the train moving. While I wait, I think about all the versions of myself I’ve been over the years. The eager-to-please daughter, always at my parents’ beck and call right up until they decided to retire to the Algarve. The accommodating girlfriend who always made excuses when Harry let her down. The efficient assistant who pasted on a smile all day at work, even though my job was as exciting as watching paint dry. In all these iterations, I was always incomplete, waiting for permission to be whole. Well, it’s high time I find out what the real me is made of.
There is a lurch as the engine kicks in.
I perch on the narrow bed and watch through the window as we start to glide away from the platform. Harry’s hopping around down there like a lost puppy, shouting to me to get off the train. I give him the tiniest wave. Then I burrow under the surprisingly comfy duvet and let the gentle rocking motion carry me away from London, away from betrayal and bad friends, towards my new life in Cornwall.
Somewhere out there in the darkness is my new beginning.
My heart aches but underneath all that hurt, there’s something else.
Something I haven’t felt in years.
I’m actually excited to start the next chapter.






  
  Chapter Three

Lilly



The train shudders to a stop as we pull into Penzance. The station is tucked into the landscape like a sleeping cat. I press my palm against the cool window and blink away the sleep. 
Outside, Cornwall unfolds before me like a painting. 
Rolling hills tumble down towards the coast in the most romantic way possible, deep greens melting into lush russet browns. Copper-coloured bracken scrambles up the slopes, and red leaves wink at me from the hedgerows. Beyond it all, just wow. The sea stretches out like something from a postcard, all silver-blue and shimmering in the soft morning light. And I get this incredible feeling, like I’m coming home.
Which is completely mad, obviously. Cornwall isn’t my home. Not yet anyway. But I’ve always known this place was special. It’s tangled up in my head with summer holidays and plastic buckets and spades. Scones piled high with jam and clotted cream. Endless blue skies and that buttery sun that seemed to reach right into my chest and warm my heart from the inside out. Coming here has always felt like a treat, and if I’m honest, I’ve secretly harboured a fantasy of living here someday. Somewhere down by the sea, where I can visit the beach whenever the mood strikes me. Because there’s something about this place that makes my heart sing.
I climb down onto the platform. The crisp autumn air hits my skin, and I breathe in deeply, tasting salt and seaweed.
This is it. The end of the line. Literally.
Dozens of passengers stumble off, stretching and yawning in that way people do when they’ve slept on public transport. Seagulls wheel overhead, squawking like they’re the official welcoming committee.
Outside, I find a taxi where the driver is leaning against the bonnet with a takeaway cup of tea. He’s got round cheeks and such a cheerful face that I immediately get the feeling he’s one of those rare people who’s figured out how to enjoy life without winning the lottery.
He helps wrestle my suitcase into the boot with the kind of practised ease that suggests he’s done this a million times.
“Where to, me lover?”
I can’t help but smile at the Cornish endearment. “Jellyfish Bay, please.”
He catches my eye as I slide into my seat. “You down for the week then?”
I glance back at the station, suddenly feeling like I’m standing at the edge of a very high diving board. “No, actually. I’m moving here. I’m going to open a café.”
And then, because apparently, I have no filter when I’m nervous, I find myself spilling the entire sorry story as we pull away. The poor man probably wishes he’d never asked, but he doesn’t say much. He keeps his attention on the impossibly winding roads that curve and dip so unexpectedly I’m genuinely grateful I’m not the one driving.
The countryside unfolds around us in gorgeous bursts of colour. I gaze at hedgerows thick with brambles and fiery-red berries, trees turning amber, ivy creeping over dry-stone walls. The roads grow narrower, winding through fields where cows and sheep graze with their wool thick and fluffy, getting ready for winter.
And then the landscape opens up, and the sea reappears, absolutely glittering in the soft morning light, and nestled between the cliffs like a pearl in an oystershell is Jellyfish Bay.
I actually gasp out loud. Zelda wasn’t exaggerating.
“Quite something, isn’t it?” the taxi driver says, pride warming his voice.
I can only nod, completely mesmerised.
The water stretches out like an incredible canvas of shifting blues and greens, flecked with white where the waves kiss the shore. The beach curves like a perfect crescent moon. The sand glows golden, and the boats in the harbour bob gently with the tide.
As we pull into the car park behind the square, I feel like I’ve stepped into a fairytale.
“This is it, love. Good luck.”
I thank him and pay, feeling slightly shell-shocked as he hands me my case and drives off.
It’s still early, so the square is mostly empty. That’s fine by me; I can’t wait to explore. 
There’s a gorgeous white clocktower at the centre of the square, surrounded by the most charming collection of shops I’ve ever seen. There’s a button shop: an entire shop dedicated just to buttons. I smile to myself. I already love this place.
The scent of fresh bread and pastries wafts through the air like a carb-based perfume. I drift past a butcher and what looks like a video shop. I peer into the window. How is this still a thing?
And there, at the far end of the square, is my café: The Toasted Teacake.
I feel a flutter in my stomach as I drag my suitcase towards it. They must have used an old photo for the auction, because this place sticks out like a sore thumb. The sign above the door has faded so badly its lettering is barely legible. The paint on the windowsills is curling in sad little strips, and the glass is so murky with dust I can’t see inside.
I’ve been told to expect a text with instructions about where to pick up the keys, but my phone is stubbornly silent. Which is absolutely maddening because I’ve come all this way and I’m practically vibrating with the need to get inside.
I try the door handle, just in case. This seems like the kind of place where people might be lax about locking up. But the handle barely budges. I notice one of the boards covering the windows has been nailed on haphazardly. The lower one is hanging slightly loose, like it’s inviting me to have a go. I grasp the edge carefully and tug. The nails groan but come away with surprising ease. I set the board down and eye the gap I’ve created. It looks big enough to climb through. At least, I hope it is.
Standing on my suitcase, I lean forward and poke my head inside. My head and shoulders slip in easily, but then I feel resistance around my hips. The flouncy skirt I wore to save suitcase space is now bunched awkwardly around my thighs. I wriggle forward, gritting my teeth as the wooden frame scrapes my sides. My breathing becomes fast, and my face grows hot as I kick my legs.
Panic bubbles in my throat.This cannot be happening. I’m actually stuck.Why do things like this always happen to me?
I wriggle this way and that, profoundly grateful the square is still quiet…
“Oy! What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?”
The voice is muffled, but it’s coming from right behind me and my whole body goes rigid with mortification. I struggle harder, desperation making me clumsy and uncoordinated.
Then all at once, I come loose, and topple backwards into the arms of a total stranger.
For one heart-stopping moment, we both freeze. 
His breath brushes my hair, and the scent of musk and cedarwood makes my head spin. My pulse spikes where his forearm presses lightly against my throat. 
He sets me down fast and steps back just as quickly.
“You alright?” The gruffness doesn’t quite hide how his eyes rake over me, checking for damage in a way that makes my skin prickle.
I yank my skirt back into place, my cheeks blazing with embarrassment.“I wasn’t trying to break in,” I say, smoothing the fabric.
He rubs his beard, mouth quirking slightly.“It looked a fair bit like you were. What are you up to, then?”
His tone makes my spine straighten. I brush a stray curl from my eyes and lift my chin with as much dignity as I can muster.“I’m Lilly Pear. The new owner of The Toasted Teacake. I just don’t have the keys yet.”
Surprise flickers across his face. His gaze sharpens, reassessing me like I’m a particularly unwelcome species of insect that’s crawled out from under a rock.
“I didn’t know it had been sold already.” His eyes travel over my bright clothes, cataloguing every detail like he’s building a case against me. “Did you buy it online or something?”
“No, at an auction.” Pride creeps into my voice despite myself because I’m rather pleased with my bargain-hunting skills.
He rolls his eyes skyward. “Figures.”
Heat flares in my chest. “Excuse me?”
His gaze rakes over me again, slower this time. “Let me guess, you saw the pictures and fell in love with the ‘quaint coastal charm’?”
I push out my lip defiantly. “What business is it of yours anyway?”
I’m standing close enough to see the warning in his dark eyes, and to catch the way his jaw tenses. He tilts his head down to look at me.
“You strike me as a cute city girl with romantic notions about small-town life. I give it six months before you run back to wherever you came from. Actually, make it three.”
My hands curl into fists at my sides. “You’re making a lot of assumptions.”
“Am I wrong?” The question hangs between us, charged with something that makes the air feel electric. His jaw is tight, a muscle jumping in his cheek. There’s something raw in his expression, like he’s daring me to prove him wrong.
I lift my chin even higher, refusing to back down. I notice the dark rings around his irises. “Completely.”
His eyes drop down to my mouth for just a second, before snapping back up, and the breath catches in my throat.
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you. We’re quite used to city folks buying up businesses around here.”
I glare at him with everything I’ve got. He glares back.
I look back at the café.
“And don’t even think about climbing back in that window,” he adds. “Some of those nails look nasty.”
I’ve a right mind to do it, just to spite him.
“Do you know of somewhere I can wait? I’m supposed to get a text about the keys.”
He jerks his chin towards the pub at the far end of the square.
“Demelza will have a set. You’ll find her in The Laughing Cucumber.”
I follow his gaze, trying desperately to ignore how my pulse is still racing like I’ve run a marathon. “Right. Thanks.”
I reach for my suitcase handle, but he doesn’t move away.
“Do you want a hand with your case?”
“I can manage, thanks.” 
He falls into step beside me as I head for the pub. 
“So, you’re down from London then?”
“Yes. But my gran was Cornish.” My words sound defensive, like I’m justifying my right to be here, which is completely ridiculous.
I lift my chin, meeting his sideways glance with as much defiance as I can muster.
“Right.” His mouth twists in a way that’s not quite a smile. “You’ve been here on your holidays, and you’ve always wanted to move here?”
I register the derision in his voice.
“You and everyone else,” he says with a sigh that sounds bone tired.
“Well, who wouldn’t want to live by the sea?” 
“It’s a bit different living here than being on holiday.” There’s something almost gentle in his warning. “It gets quiet, out of season. Everybody knows everybody’s business. And if you want work done, you’d better learn some patience. Things take time.”
“Actually, I plan to take care of all the renovations myself, as far as possible.”
He stops walking, and faces me with a look of genuine surprise. “Are you indeed?”
“Yes, I am.” I stop too, squaring my shoulders like I’m preparing for battle.
Something shifts in his expression: surprise, maybe even a grudging respect. His gaze travels over me again, but this time it feels different. Appraising rather than dismissive.
I may be overegging it just a tiny bit, since my sole renovation experience consists of helping Harry hang a sink that one time. But honestly, they make it all look easy enough on YouTube. I’m sure I can handle it.
“Good on you.” The approval in his voice catches me completely off guard.
“I’m Trystan, by the way. Trystan Trenoweth. And that place will need a fair bit of work to bring it up to scratch.”
“What happened exactly? I had a look online, and the reviews were all excellent up until about a year ago.”
He studies me for a moment, and I get the sense he’s deciding whether I deserve the truth.
“The Toasted Teacake used to be a popular café,” he says finally. “But the owner, Jago, had some personal issues, and he let them affect the running of the café. Folk were understanding for a while, but it got to the point where people couldn’t pretend anymore. He was running it into the ground. That’s when the rest of the family decided to sell.”
There’s pain in his voice, controlled but unmistakable. 
My eyes widen. “They sold it out from under him?”
“More or less.” His jaw clenches.
I tilt my head, studying the tension in his shoulders. “Was he...alright with that?”
“He will be.” He lets out a sigh. “I suppose it’s all for the best. Now he can focus on his mental health without the pressure of a business to run.”
“And this Jago…he’s a friend of yours?”
“My best friend.”
Without thinking, I take a half-step closer. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t.” The word comes out sharp enough to cut glass. His walls slam back up so fast it makes my head spin. “Just don’t.”
I nod quickly, stepping back like I’ve been burned. “Well, I’m certainly grateful to have the chance to buy it. I can’t wait to get it up and running again.”
Something in my voice must convince him I mean it because his expression softens just slightly. “Well then. I hope you make a proper go of it.”
He pauses, and when he speaks again, his voice is rougher. “And Lilly?”
He says my name like he’s testing how it feels in his mouth, and it makes my pulse skip in the most ridiculous way.
“Yes?”
“Welcome to Jellyfish Bay.”
“Thank you.”
For a moment, neither of us moves. Then he steps back, breaking whatever strange spell we’ve been under. I turn towards the pub, my suitcase wheels squeaking noisily against the cobblestones. I don’t look back, but I sense him watching until I disappear inside.






  
  Chapter Four

Trystan



Pinkie glances up from behind the counter as I step into The Green T Café. She’s midway through stacking second-hand teapots into a precarious display that defies most laws of physics. Her bubble-gum-pink hair is twisted up and out of the way, and she’s wearing a shirt that says Espresso Yourself, despite the fact that everyone in Jellyfish Bay knows not to order her coffee under any circumstances. 
“You’re up early,” she observes, as I take a seat at the counter and try to shake off the morning’s rather unexpected encounter.
“I need tea,” I say, unbuttoning my coat. “Strong as you can make it.”
She raises an eyebrow. “What’s got you wound up then?”
“Not what, who. I just met the new owner of the Toasted Teacake.” The words come out with more edge than I intend.
Pinkie almost drops a teapot, and the whole display wobbles precariously for a moment before settling back into its impossible balance. “You’re having me on. They actually sold it?”
“Apparently so.”
She exhales slowly. “Does Jago know?”
“He hasn’t breathed a word to me about it.”
She selects a teapot from the stable end of the display and fills it with her special blend. The movement causes another dangerous wobble in her tower of crockery, and I find myself holding my breath until it settles. Soon the whole place smells like citrus, cloves, and something earthy and comforting.
“So, what’s the new owner like?” she asks, settling into interrogation mode.
I think of copper curls catching the morning light and the set of Lilly’s jaw when she stood her ground. “She’s a city girl with a London accent and a gaudy suitcase. I’d say she’s attracted to colourful things, judging by her outfit.”
“Like a magpie?” Pinkie smirks, reaching for another teapot. The display sways ominously.
“Exactly.” The comparison’s rather apt. There was something bird-like about the way Lilly got stuck in that window.
“Did you catch her name?”
“Lilly Pear.”
Pinkie smirks like I’ve said she’s the queen of the fairies. “Quaint name.”
She turns and knocks into her display, and we both watch in horror as the teapots teeter on the edge of disaster before somehow righting themselves.  “And you encountered her how, exactly?”
“She was trying to climb through the front window. She got herself wedged halfway in.” 
Pinkie’s mouth twitches.
“She says she’s reopening the place and doing all the renovations herself.”
“She’s a developer, then?”
“Doesn’t seem like it. Says she’s always wanted to run a seaside café.”
I hear the doubt in my voice, though I’ll admit her enthusiasm was oddly refreshing.
Pinkie brings over the tea, carefully navigating around her swaying display. “Of course she bloody has.”
I wrap my hands around the mug. It’s hot, fragrant, and just the right strength. No one brews tea like Pinkie. This stuff could revive the dead.
“She said she’d handle everything herself,” I add.
Pinkie gives me a look while reaching for something behind her, causing yet another dramatic sway in her teapot arrangement. “That should be entertaining to watch.”
“She seemed cheerful enough. Relentlessly upbeat.”
“New arrivals usually are. All grand plans and romantic notions.”
I sip the tea. Outside, gulls cry across the rooftops as the square begins to stir, but I’m thinking about the way Lilly lifted her chin when I questioned her. That flash of defiance in those green eyes. The absurdity of her stuck in that window, feet kicking like she was swimming through air.
Utterly hopeless, I thought. But she didn’t back down. She told me who she was and what she intended, like she had every right to be here and planned to prove it.
There’s something admirable in that. Misguided, probably. But admirable all the same.
Pinkie clears her throat and heads back behind the counter, suddenly very interested in her tea tins. As she moves, her elbow clips the edge of her display, and this time several teapots actually topple, but miraculously, they all land safely in her outstretched hands like some sort of juggling act. She looks over at me. “I wonder what kind of tea she plans on serving.”
I shrug. “A bit of competition never hurt.”
The bell above the door chimes, and in walks Quentin Penhaligon, followed closely by Olive Keverne. Quentin’s wearing his usual tweed jacket and tie, every inch the traditional mayor, while Olive’s cropped red hair catches the light as she swishes about in her long bohemian dress. They’re both in their seventies, but you’d never know it, the way they circle round each other like a pair of rams.
“Morning, Pinkie dear,” Quentin says, settling his considerable bulk into his favourite chair with a grunt.
“I’ll sit over here near Trystan,” Olive says loudly. “That way I don’t have to listen to folk pontificating about local politics.”
“I hardly pontificate,” Quentin huffs, adjusting his tie. “I simply take my civic responsibilities seriously, unlike some people who think the council could solve all its problems by planting more wildflowers.”
“Wildflowers have more life in them than some of the members of your committee,” Olive says.
Pinkie catches my eye and smirks as she sets about preparing their orders. 
“I suppose you’ve heard about the Toasted Teacake then?” Olive says.
“Hard not to, the way people gossip around here,” Quentin says.
Olive folds her arms. “It’s not gossip. It’s called being an informed community. And frankly, I’m delighted someone’s finally bought the place. It’s a crying shame, the state it got into.”
“Terrible business,” Quentin says with a nod. “That café was the heart of the square once upon a time. Broke my heart seeing it all boarded up.”
I take another sip of tea, surprised by their acceptance. “You’re not worried about another outsider taking over a local business?”
“Good heavens, no,” Quentin says. “Fresh blood is exactly what this place needs. Can’t expect the same families to run everything forever, especially when...” He trails off diplomatically.
“When some people make a proper mess of things,” Olive finishes bluntly. “Poor Jago, but honestly, something had to be done.”
“I hope you’ll still be coming in here once it’s up and running,” Pinkie says.
“Now, now, Pinkie,” Quentin says. “Your tea is absolutely first-rate.”
“Now then,” Olive says, “Are we all set for the pub quiz?” 
“Of course,” Quentin says. “Although my team’s intellectual superiority is hardly a matter for debate.”
“Your team has won twice more than mine, Quentin. And one of those was because CeCe had food poisoning.”
Quentin lifts his head. “I seem to remember we won with a team of three not so long ago.”
“That was because we had a whole round on cricket.”
I catch Pinkie’s eye. The two of them could go on like this all bloody morning.
“Right then,” I say, standing and leaving money on the counter. “I’ll leave you to your tactical discussions.”
“Always a pleasure, Trystan,” Quentin calls after him.
As I head for the door, Pinkie reaches for one final teapot to add to her display. The movement proves to be one too many, and a delicate blue and white pot breaks free, and tumbles through the air. Without thinking, I lunge forward and catch it just before it hits the ground.
“Nice reflexes,” Olive calls out.
I look down at the teapot, stunned, then I hand it to Pinkie, who takes it with a grateful smile. “Thanks, Trystan.”
“Anytime,” I say, heading for the door before anything else decides to fall.
The sound of Quentin and Olive’s renewed bickering follows me out into the square.
I glance towards the Toasted Teacake. I have such great memories of that place. I used to spend hours there. It’s going to be strange to see someone else behind the counter. I really should start work, but first I need to find Jago and check if he’s okay.
I find him down on the beach, hurling rocks into the waves. He stands knee-deep in the tide; hair plastered across his forehead like a wet dog. His face is flushed with rage.
“Jago.” I make my way down the shingle toward him, my shoes sliding on the damp stones. 
At the sound of my voice, he spins around, blue eyes blazing. “They sold it, Trystan. My own bloody family sold it out from under me.”
“I know, mate. I…”
“No, you don’t know.” He hurls another rock and watches it smash into the water. “Ten years I gave to that place.”
The wind’s picking up, and he’s shivering now, but he doesn’t seem to notice. “They held a vote. Did I tell you that? And they all voted against me, even CeCe. Dad said I’d had enough chances, and it was time to cut their losses.” His laugh is bitter and raw. “Did you hear that? Cut their losses. Like I’m a bad investment.”
I step closer. “Come out of the water. You’re soaked through.”
“How’s that for family loyalty, huh?”
He kicks at the water, sending spray everywhere. “And now some blow-in has bought the place for a bargain.”
I can see he’s spiralling, that dangerous combination of rage and despair that usually ends badly. He stops and looks at me, still shaking with anger. “How could they do that, Trystan? My own flesh and blood.”
I grab his arm and tow him out of the water. “For what it’s worth, I think they’ve made a massive mistake.”
“I can’t believe they found a buyer so quickly.”
“I met her this morning. The new owner.”
He looks at me sharply.
“She got herself stuck trying to climb through the window.”
Despite everything, he snorts with laughter.
“She’s got no idea what she’s taken on,” I say. “She’s hopeless. I don’t think she’ll last five minutes.”
Something shifts in his expression. “You think?”
“I’d bet money on it. And when she gives up, well, maybe you can convince the family to buy it back.”
He’s quiet for a moment, staring out at the sea. “You think that could happen?”
“I think it’s a possibility.” I brush sand from my hands. “But you need to stay clean, Jago. You need to get your act together. Prove to everyone you can do it.”
He nods slowly. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.”
“Come on then. Let’s get you dried off before you catch your death.”
As we walk back up the beach, I still feel the anger radiating from him, but it’s focused now. Purposeful. I think to myself how we’ve been coming down here since we were toddlers, kicking at the seaweed and throwing rocks at the surf.
It’s funny how things change.
Funnier how some things don’t. I give Jago my coat as he shivers in his soaked clothes, I’m struck by how familiar this feels, me trying to steady him, him caught in a whirl of desperation and rage. It’s a dance we’ve been doing for the last decade or so, ever since his dad decided Jago and CeCe should each take over one of the family businesses. I’ve always thought it was a lot to put on a pair of teenagers, and while CeCe has risen to the challenge, Jago has always struggled. Back in the day, he was all bluster, full of grand plans for expanding beyond the café, maybe opening a second location in Ruan Minor. I remember him sketching out business plans, talking about selling fancy pastries and specialty coffees, his eyes bright with possibility. “I’m going to make my parents proud of me,” he’d say. It always made me feel a bit sad for him, to be honest. I always thought his parents should be proud of him anyway.
“Remember when you wanted to add that deli counter?” I find myself saying. “Serving local cheeses and meats?”
He pauses, water dripping from his hair. “You remember that?”
“Of course I do. You made me help you research how cheese is made. I’ll never forget the stink.”
A ghost of a smile crosses his face. “Dad said it would put off the customers.”
“Yeah, well…”
I should say something supportive, but what’s the point? I’m all out of lies. In all honesty, I don’t think Jago should have stayed in the family business as long as he did. I don’t think it did any of them any good.
A seagull swoops down and lands boldly between us, head tilted as it eyes us hopefully for scraps. When we don’t produce any food, it lets out an indignant squawk and refuses to believe we’re not hiding chips under our shirts.
“Vulture!” Jago yells, waving his arms at it.
The seagull follows us as we pause at the water’s edge. There’s a jellyfish drifting there, its translucent bell pulsing gently. It shimmers pale blue and silver in the sunlight, and even Jago falls silent for a moment as he takes it in.
“I haven’t seen one this big in ages,” he says quietly. “Remember when we used to go jellyfishing?”
I think of those long afternoons when we were kids, lying on our bellies with our heads hanging over the edge of the pier, trying to spot the translucent ghosts floating beneath the surface.
The jellyfish pulses once more and drifts away on the current, disappearing into the deeper water. I look at my oldest friend. I know I should be tougher with him. I should tell him that the café was going to go under, the way he was running it. That he’s best off out of it anyway.
But he’s not ready to hear any of that right now, so I just nod when he says he’d better get home and get dry. I watch him trudge off along the beach, leaving wet footprints that the incoming tide will wash away in minutes. Poor bastard. At least the jellyfish knows where it’s going.






  
  Chapter Five

Lilly


I wheel my suitcase towards the pub, my cheeks burning with embarrassment. Trust me to get wedged in a doorway like some sort of human cork, then tumble straight into a stranger’s arms. Smooth, Lilly. Really smooth.
Still, he was undeniably attractive. Annoyingly so. Those dark, intense eyes, paired with that rugged black beard. Shame about his personality. The condescension in his voice still makes my jaw clench. As if I were some naive city girl with romantic notions about country life. Which, fine, maybe I am, but that doesn’t give him the right to dismiss me before I’ve even tried.
Trystan. Even his name sounds like he’s trying too hard to be mysterious.
The worst part? The way he’d looked at me after helping me up, not with concern or interest, but with that infuriating look of disbelief. 
Well, I’ll show him. I’ll show them all.
The square is finally waking up. Laughter spills from an open shop doorway, and a woman whizzes past me, tinkling her bell like she’s late for the Tour de France. Everything feels oddly theatrical, as though I’ve wandered onto the set of a village musical where everyone knows their lines but me.
I pause outside The Laughing Cucumber, wondering if anyone will even be there at this time. Do people actually live in the pub? I picture them sleeping behind the bar, their faces mashed into a bowl of crisps.
The door swings open.
The woman standing before me is effortlessly elegant, her glossy dark hair swept into a polka-dot headscarf. She’s wearing cherry-red lipstick, and I love her vintage tea dress. She smiles at me like we’ve been friends for years.
“You must be Lilly!” Her voice is as warm as hot buttered crumpets. “I’m Demelza. Come on in. I’ll get the kettle on.”
I follow her inside. The air carries the scents of hops and furniture polish, underlaid with the faint flavour of woodsmoke. We head through the bar into a neat little kitchen at the back, where she clicks the kettle on and gestures towards a chair.
I sink down gratefully and unwind the scarf from my neck.
She places a steaming mug in my hands and settles across from me, her expression openly curious. “So, you’re down from London, I hear. Have you ever run a café before?”
I cradle the cup, drawing comfort from its warmth. “Not exactly. I love baking and I’ve done some waitressing, and I worked one summer in a sandwich shop.”
Her eyebrow arches. “Well…that’s brave.”
“I’ve had lots of different jobs,” I say quickly, a defensive note creeping into my voice. “I’ve been a tour guide, dog walker and an executive Personal Assistant. I even worked as a magician’s assistant once, for the Amazing Zaffiro. He was quite well known at the time. I let him saw me in half.”
Demelza barks with
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