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        Jake Woodhouse never planned to stay long at Driftwood Cottage but there’s something about the coastal charm of Cornwall and his growing connection with Ruby Penrose that keeps him from leaving.

        For Ruby, being home feels like a fresh start. She’s enjoying working at the Little Cornish Gift Shop, indulging in her nanna’s baking, and spending time with Jake. Her creative spark has returned and life feels good—until a phone call from Jake’s mother threatens to change everything.

        Jake realises he can’t truly move forwards until he faces his past. Ruby knows it’s for the best, but as she watches him go, she can’t help wondering what might have happened if Jake had stayed…
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        Ruby Penrose perched on the wall in front of the little gift shop and gazed at the view. It was a beautiful day and the air was warmer that it had been for months, teasing her with the promise of a mild March. Spring had arrived determined to wipe away winter’s sparse landscape, and to fill it with shoots, blossom and greenery. The sand on the beach was golden and the dark glassy surface of the sea spread out to meet the horizon.

        Ruby was nursing a mug of coffee as she took her morning break. They’d had a rush about an hour ago, when a bus of tourists had arrived in the village, and their tour operator had led them all along the coastal path to Harriet Martin’s shop. Ruby’s nanna, Harriet, had striven over the years to develop good relationships with all local touring companies – so that they brought custom to the gift shop – and it had paid off. This morning, within an hour, the tourists had cleared out the rest of the Christmas stock as well as purchasing some of the newer items that had only been put on display yesterday.

        When the tourists had finished shopping, Harriet sent them back to the village to enjoy a hearty fish and chip lunch or a pie and muffin at the village bakery. The local businesses were very supportive of one another and it was one of the things that Ruby loved about the small community of Bothilde Bay.

        Ruby let her mind wander over the past two months. She’d lost her job as a room attendant at a London hotel before Christmas, and had wondered what the festive season had in store for her, but Christmas had turned out to be lovely. Her mother and stepfather came home from New York, and along with her nanna and Jake Woodhouse – her nanna’s tenant who was renting Driftwood Cottage – they had a very enjoyable time.

        Ruby and Jake had become good friends and she was very fond of him. She saw him most days and they often walked their dogs together – his British bulldog, Sherlock Bones, and her nanna’s rescue greyhound, Amber. Jake often came to the cottage adjoined to the gift shop for dinner or for a drink and a chat and Ruby knew that her nanna adored him.

        The pace of life here was much slower than in London, where everything had felt so urgent and immediate. Ruby had lived in London for years, hoping to succeed as a writer, but had ended up working as a room attendant at a hotel. It had been a stopgap at first, a job she’d taken to pay her bills, while dreaming of eventually making her living through writing. Life there had been hectic and colourful but lonely, and when Ruby had lost her job at the hotel, she’d been glad to return to Bothilde Bay in Cornwall. In fact, although she’d been close to the hub of activity in London, she’d found herself too busy and often too tired to write and had made excuse after excuse to herself to avoid trying. Being at home again had relaxed her, and she’d been able to spend some time thinking then working on ideas for her writing. She was developing ideas now and that was a huge relief for her, as she didn’t want to abandon her dream before she’d even reached her thirties. She also knew that she didn’t want to return to London to live yet – if ever – and that staying in Bothilde Bay for the foreseeable future held enormous appeal.

        She drained her coffee then stood up, and as she turned to the gift shop that made up the front of her nanna’s cottage, she couldn’t help smiling. The signs of spring, and of the new year, were everywhere, from the tulips and crocuses in the window boxes, to the daffodils and snow drops in the front garden, and the buds and blossom on the trees. She was woken every morning by the uplifting dawn chorus of local birds; it was a beautiful melody that signalled that winter was gone and warmer days and lighter evenings were just around the corner. It was a time of hope and renewal, a time of new opportunities, making Ruby excited about life again.

        And, of course, she had time with her nanna and time with Jake to look forward to. She had a feeling that it was going to be a very good year indeed.
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        Jake Woodhouse gazed out at the breath-taking view of Bothilde Bay. He’d walked the coastal path with his bulldog Sherlock Bones and now they were on the way home, but he’d stopped at a point where the cliff top flattened out to sit on the conveniently placed bench. Sherlock sat at his side, his big pink tongue hanging out of his mouth. Jake pulled a fold-up water bowl from his backpack and filled it with bottled water then set it down for Sherlock. The dog drank gratefully and Jake patted his big soft head then ran his fingers over the dog’s floppy velvet ears.

        He smiled as he realised what his thought about returning to Driftwood Cottage meant. He thought of it as home. In only a few months, the cottage had become his haven, his escape from his former life and he loved his new existence. He did miss his parents and his sisters, of course, but they stayed in contact via FaceTime and Skype and he spoke to them regularly, and he aimed to travel to Kent soon to see them. Things seemed to have settled down in terms of his life before Bothilde Bay – as he now thought of it – and after a few months of peace from the hounding he’d previously endured, he was optimistic that perhaps he’d been forgotten about and that his life was his own once more.

        If only that could be true…

        But he had a feeling that it wasn’t going to be quite that easy.

        Sherlock had finished drinking, so Jake emptied the dregs of the water from the bowl then patted the dog’s chin with some tissues. He was such a messy drinker and always managed to get water down his jowls, neck and sometimes his feet too. Sherlock squirmed as Jake dried him but if it wasn’t done properly, his skin would become sore.

        Jake sat back and took some deep breaths of the briny seaside air. He would never tire of this view, of the freedom of living in the isolated cottage, his closest neighbours Ruby and Harriet, where the village was within walking distance but a good walk, and where he felt safe from the outside world. It was, he supposed, a bit like he was living in a bubble – a very happy bubble – and he feared that sooner or later, the bubble would burst. After all, Harriet had bookings for the cottage, and his real life, the life he’d walked away from after his ex girlfriend had so publicly humiliated him, would come calling. But for now, at least, he was free.

        When he’d first come to Bothilde Bay, he hadn’t been expecting to stay for so long. He’d thought the paparazzi or his ex girlfriend would soon track him down, or that someone in the village would recognise him and give his location away, then all privacy would be lost. But with his thick beard and glasses, as well as his messy hairstyle (so different from his stylish London cut) no one had raised so much as an eyebrow at him. Since then, he had spoken to Ruby and Harriet about what had happened before he came to Cornwall, and they had been nothing but kind and understanding. He knew that Ruby and her nanna would keep his secret, and it was good to be able to confide in them and to spend time with them knowing that they didn’t judge him. For the first time in years, Jake was able to be himself with people who had no expectations of him and who didn’t care for his former celebrity status or for the whole social media whirl. They took him at face value, for what he brought as a friend and companion, and he loved that about them.

        His daily routine of waking slowly, eating breakfast with Sherlock, taking a walk, a run or a swim when he chose – now that the water wasn’t quite as icy as in winter – then reading, carving, going into the village to pick up what groceries he needed and eating a quiet supper alone, or joining Ruby and Harriet to eat, was perfect. He could be himself completely. No one was filming him, watching his every move with eagle eyes; no one was waiting for him to say or do the wrong thing, and no one was criticising him for putting on a little weight or for not having defined enough abs. Yes, it was certainly liberating.

        He knew his savings wouldn’t last indefinitely, and although he had sold some of his carvings at the gift shop, he’d need to find something else to keep money coming in. Living as carefully as he was, he’d be okay for a while, but it was something he’d have to consider in the future. For now though, he didn’t want anything to change. The thought that it might – that it would – made his stomach churn. He’d known unhappiness and didn’t want to feel it settle over him like a dark cloud again.

        Then there was Ruby – beautiful Ruby with her big brown eyes, silky brown hair, heart of gold and a smile that lit up a room. She was the polar opposite of his ex girlfriend, Lucie, and it was one of the things he adored about her. Lucie was high maintenance in every way and cold with it, but Ruby was gentle and compassionate, kind and self-deprecating. He could chat to her about anything, or sit comfortably with her in silence, being calm and still. Lucie was all about getting out and being seen but Ruby liked to sit on the beach and watch the waves, to plant her bare toes in the sand and drink tea from a flask, to walk along the coastal path and name the wild flowers that came with spring and to help her nanna to bake delicious meals and cakes – something that Harriet was teaching Jake too. Ruby was the kind of woman Jake had never known before – unless he counted his mum and sisters – and she was the type of woman he believed he could have a future with. If he was ever in the right place to have another relationship, that was.

        Jake had to admit to himself that he did have a bit of a crush on Ruby, something that he found strange and quite amusing. When he thought about the fact that he had a crush on her, his cheeks filled with heat and his heart rate increased. It was like he’d gone back to being a teenager again, to fancying a girl but not wanting to do anything about it in case she didn’t feel the same or in case it ruined their friendship. Besides which, his life had been complicated for so long that it was nice not to have the pressures of wondering about whether he was making a woman happy or not, and if she would be loyal to him – which Lucie hadn’t been. Jake didn’t see himself spending the rest of his life single, but right now he knew his head wasn’t in the right place for a relationship, and anything less than a full commitment with Ruby would just be wrong. She deserved a man who could give himself wholeheartedly to her and nothing else would do. Jake wished he was in the right place to take their friendship to the next level, but his own recent heartache, combined with his insecurity that Ruby might not see him in that way, had kept him from making a move. His friendship with Ruby was far too important to jeopardise.

        Sherlock jerked on his lead as a bird landed in front of the bench and Jake held him tight.

        ‘Don’t want you chasing that bird over the cliff, do we, boy?’

        Sherlock tilted his head as he listened to Jake.

        ‘I doubt you fancy a swim, do you?’

        Sherlock whined. He wasn’t a big fan of the water, especially not baths, and although he liked to watch the sea, he didn’t like going in. The first time Jake had taken Sherlock to a beach, the dog had tried to drink the water, shuddered then backed away from it. Since then, he hadn’t been interested in so much as a paddle.

        ‘I guess we should head back and find something for lunch, Sherlock. How does that sound?’

        Jake stood up and packed the water bowl in his rucksack then slung it over his shoulder. He cast one more glance at the view, taking a mental snapshot of spring at the bay, then began the walk home, wondering if he’d see Ruby today, hoping that he would.
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