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For Dad – Always.




A Note from Ali

Another St Felix book! Who would have thought when I wrote about a Little Flower Shop by the Sea back in 2015 that I’d be sharing my fifth St Felix story with you all.

In this book I’ve loved writing about Frankie and her friends, through their lives from teenagers to mature and successful women, and the little Cornish town of St Felix from the 1980s to the present day, and I really hope you enjoy their story too. There are lots of mentions of characters from past St Felix books – I do hope if you’ve read my other St Felix stories you manage to spot them all!

As always, I have a few people to thank who have helped me grow this story through its own unique life, from the seed of an idea to the finished novel you have before you now.

So, a huge thank you to the following:

Hannah Ferguson my always wonderful agent.

Rebecca Roy my always enthusiastic editor.

The always efficient team at Sphere and Little, Brown with special thanks to: Zoe Carroll, Brionee Fenlon, Henry Lord and Lucy Malagoni.

My always wonderful family – Jim, Rosie, Tom and our lovely dogs, who always make me smile!

Why am I using the word always so much? You’ll have to read the story to find out!

Enjoy always!

Ali x




‘If a mermaid’s treasure washes up on the shore
Return it to the waves and be happy forevermore.’




Prologue

Autumn 2024

It never really changes, does it – the sea?

The seasons change, the weather changes; the light that bounces on the waves and makes them look either an invitingly turquoise blue or a bitterly cold grey – that changes. But the sea, with its rhythmical waves washing in over the sand, time and time again – it doesn’t change. It simply remains a constant. You can rely on the sea to do its thing, day after day, year after year, without any fuss or worry. It’s always there – just like it always will be.

Sitting high up on the rocks that overlook the beach and the little Cornish town of St Felix, I gaze out over the sea while I watch the gulls soaring above, and I remember . . .

I remember us all standing together down there on the rocks as the waves splashed below. Six school friends with our whole lives in front of us. We had no idea back then how the world would change over the next thirty-five years, or how we would, too. We were young and full of hope and anticipation at what our futures might bring.

Back in 1989, we’d rush home every day from school to watch Neighbours; Harry had only just met Sally on the big screen, but you could giggle at Baby and Johnny dirty dancing on the small screen if you were lucky enough to have a machine and a local video rental shop; Kylie and Jason, and New Kids on the Block, topped the charts; telephones were something plugged into the wall and computers were something you learnt about once a week at school.

I had no idea back then that I’d be sitting here in St Felix once more when I reached, what seemed to me at the time, the incredibly ancient age of fifty. No idea that my teenage friends would be here with me again – well, most of them would. Sadly, this time, there would be one of us missing.

But on that magical evening, when we stood on the rocks together, we each wished for something different, and we each kept it a secret. All except for the wish we made together: that we’d be friends for ever, no matter what happened in our lives, that we’d keep in touch and try to be together, and, amazingly, all these years later, we’ve managed to do just that.

Unlike the sea, every one of us has changed over the years. We’ve grown older, some of us wiser, but we’ve kept the promise we made to each other.

The promise we’d always be together.




One

July 1989

‘No,’ I insist again when Eddie asks the same question he’s asked me at least five times already. ‘It’s not my thing.’

‘Is it any of our things, really?’ Eddie replies, trying to look innocent. ‘But we’re still stepping up.’

I turn around from where I’ve been painting scenery for the dance – a seascape not unlike the one we might see once we return home from school this evening.

‘Yeah, right,’ I say, brandishing my paintbrush at my friend. ‘This is right up your street and you know it!’

‘All right.’ He gives a good-natured shrug. ‘You might be right. I am quite looking forward to performing. But I need three backing singers, or it won’t look right.’

‘I thought you had three already – Claire, Mandy and Suzy?’

‘Suzy’s dropped out.’

‘Why? She’s got a great voice.’

‘I know,’ Eddie says with an anguished expression. ‘I really need her, but she says she’ll embarrass herself.’

‘And the rest of us won’t?’

‘You know what she’s like – always changing her mind at the last minute about everything.’

He was right. Our friend Suzy is quite erratic and prone to second thoughts, which is a shame really, because her mind can be incredibly sharp and focused, especially when it comes to issues she’s passionate about, like the environment.

‘Save me, Obi-Wan Frankie – you’re my only hope!’ Eddie says in a high-pitched voice, as he clasps his hands together in a praying motion.

I’ve known Eddie since our first year at secondary school, when we were put in the same form together. And even though he is a pain sometimes, especially when it comes to things like this, he is also one of my best friends – there’s no way I’m going to let him down.

‘All right, Princess,’ I sigh. ‘I’ll do it. But I want to be hidden at the back, OK?’

‘You’re a dream!’ Eddie hugs me, and I hurriedly hold the paintbrush away from him. ‘Thank you. The choreography wouldn’t have worked with just two.’

‘Wait, you didn’t say anything about choreography!’

‘See you at the harbour at seven tonight,’ Eddie sings as he hurriedly makes his way down the steps from the stage and across the assembly hall. ‘We’re rehearsing on the beach tonight.’

I shake my head as he exits through the door at the back of the hall. It was bad enough being on stage and singing, let alone dancing as well.

I’m about to turn back to the scenery and finish up my artwork for tonight, when a girl carrying a violin case enters the hall, followed by a group of other boys and girls all carrying various musical instruments, some of them in cases, some of them not.

‘Don’t let us stop you, Frankie!’ Jenny, one of my classmates, calls, as she lifts a chair from where they’re stacked at the side of the hall. ‘We’re just going to rehearse for a while.’

‘No worries,’ I reply, about to turn back and finish off my waves – one of the parts of my scenery I’m most proud of – when I notice Robert Matthews enter the room behind the others. He’s carrying a guitar case and he looks a little lost.

‘Over here, Rob!’ Jenny gestures to a chair she’s just laid out. ‘I’ve saved you a place.’

Robert, looking a tad embarrassed, nods and heads over towards Jenny. He glances up at me standing on the stage staring down at him.

‘Hi,’ he says with a half-smile. ‘Nice waves.’

‘Th . . . thanks,’ I reply, for some reason waving my brush at him so a little of the blue paint flicks down onto my face. I hurriedly wipe it away with the back of my hand, and I know it will have left a smear on my now flushed cheeks, so I hurriedly turn back towards the huge backdrop I’ve been working so hard on this week and try to remember what I’m supposed to be doing. But for some reason I’ve not only forgotten what I’m working on, but how to paint too.

I pretend to be mixing some paint while I gather myself.

Robert Matthews has just spoken to me! Not only that, but he also noticed my artwork – he said, ‘Nice waves.’

Ever since Robert came to our school as a new pupil at the beginning of this term, my heart has felt like it’s going to burst out of my chest every time I see him. Either that or my stomach begins doing all sorts of complex gymnastics whenever he’s near.

It’s so embarrassing that my body decides to behave this way around a boy. I spent most of my fifteen years on this planet detesting them, but he’s the first one to make me feel this out of control – it is very annoying.

But Robert is different to all the other boys at school – his short sandy hair is soft and shiny-looking. He has the most amazing pair of dark-brown eyes – and the longest eyelashes I’ve ever seen on a boy, or a girl for that matter. He’s sort of quiet, but not too quiet. He’s smart – I know this because he’s in a lot of the same classes as me – but he’s not a swot.

He fitted in right away, and the other boys appeared to accept him into their groups with very little resistance. I was quite jealous – I’ve spent my whole time at this school trying to fit in, trying to find my place in the right crowd, and Robert seemingly managed to do it within a few days.

I’m not the only girl to notice his presence, of course. There are often a lot of dreamy looks and overly long gazes when he’s around, followed by much giggling. Robert quickly became the best-looking boy in our school by a long shot, and it didn’t come as any surprise that a lot of other people seemed to think so too.

Finally, my hand remembers how to paint again and, while the musicians practise their pieces for the show behind me, I continue working on the set.

The ‘Enchantment Under the Sea’ dance that I’m painting a backdrop for is to be our school’s official leavers’ event this year. At fifteen, me and my friends won’t be leaving school until next year, but the tradition is that we, as the year below, are allowed to attend as a sort of transition to becoming the oldest in the school. But to earn our place, we provide the evening’s entertainment.

The theme was a popular choice, after the success of Back to The Future a few years ago, where there was a school dance of the same name. All sorts of committees were formed to organise the event, and I found myself volunteering to paint the backdrop for the evening – this year, a talent show of sorts, where all the acts had to have a sea theme to gain entry.

I love to paint and draw, and to be allowed to create something on a large scale such as this is very exciting. I am probably just as excited about creating my backdrop as most of the other girls are about creating their outfits for the evening.

I’ve always been a bit of a tomboy, happier in trainers, jeans and a baggy sweatshirt than a pair of fancy shoes and a dress. But even I’m making an effort for the dance – that’s if I haven’t first been laughed off the stage for my singing, and now it seems my dancing ability too.

The musicians practise for about an hour behind me, while I carry on with my painting. I try not to make it too obvious that I keep sneaking the occasional glance in Robert’s direction. I make sure I only do it when I load my paintbrush up with more paint or change the colour on my pallet.

Eventually, as I’m just about to finish up for the afternoon, the musicians decide to call it a day too. As chairs are replaced and instruments packed up below me, I do the same on the stage with my art equipment.

After gathering all my dirty brushes in a pot, so I can wash them in the sinks in the girls’ toilets afterwards, I jump as I realise Robert is now up on the stage behind me. He’s holding his guitar case in one hand, while he admires my backdrop.

‘It’s very good,’ he says, not looking at me but at the sea in front of him. ‘Did you do all this yourself?’

‘Yes.’ I’m trying desperately to stop myself – and my voice – from shaking. ‘Yes, I did.’

‘I wish I could paint, but I’m pretty rubbish at it.’

‘I’m sure you’re not.’

‘Frankie, we’re in the same art class. You must have seen how awful my work is. Miss Simpson never offers to hang any of my paintings on the school walls, does she? Whereas they’re covered in your work.’

I’m not sure if I’m more shocked he knows my name, or that he’s noticed my artwork displayed around the school.

He turns to me and smiles, and I almost pass out on the spot.

‘Right . . . ’ he says when I don’t speak. ‘I guess I’d better let you get on.’

‘No!’ I cry suddenly. ‘I mean . . . I’ve finished now . . . a . . . a bit like you have. With your rehearsal.’ I wave my hand in the direction the musicians were a few minutes ago. ‘You sounded good.’ I’m desperate for him not to leave now he’s actually here talking to me. ‘Are you entering the talent show?’

‘Couldn’t you tell by the songs we were practising? They were all sea-based.’

‘Oh . . . oh, yes, of course they were. I wasn’t really thinking about it to be honest. I was just enjoying the tunes while I painted.’

‘Great, then we can’t have been too bad.’ He grins, and I hurriedly smile back at him.

‘I didn’t know you played the guitar,’ I say, keen to keep this conversation going. I’ve dreamed about the day this might happen. I didn’t quite envision standing here in my dungarees, covered in acrylic paint when it did, but I don’t care about that now, only that it is actually happening.

‘Yeah, I took lessons at my last school. I haven’t bothered with them since I came here, but when Jenny and the others found out I played, they asked me to join their group for the show.

I bet they did! Jenny has had her eye on Robert since he arrived.

‘Are you doing anything? Anything apart from painting brilliant backdrops, that is?’

‘Thanks,’ I reply shyly. ‘Er, I’ve sort of been roped into singing with my friend, Eddie, and some other girls.’

‘You sing?’ Robert looks surprised.

‘No, but someone dropped out, so I said I’d help. I’m sure it will be a disaster though.’

‘You can’t be good at everything.’ Robert glances at the seascape next to us again. ‘I guess I’ll see you at rehearsals and stuff this week, then?’

‘Yes, yes, you will. I’ll be there!’ I triumphantly punch the air in front of me, and then immediately regret it.

Robert stares at my fist still hanging in mid-air. Hurriedly I pull it back down to my side.

‘See ya then, Frankie,’ he says, grinning, probably at my ridiculous behaviour.

‘Yes, see ya, Robert,’ I murmur, knowing my cheeks are likely giving my embarrassment away for me.

‘Rob,’ he says. ‘My mates call me Rob.’

‘Rob it is, then,’ I say, trying desperately to be cool, but failing miserably as usual.

Rob simply nods and makes his way quickly down the steps and through the school hall, while I stand on the stage, covered in paint, quietly dying inside.

And that Monday was the first time I ever spoke to Rob.




Two

‘Two, three, four and . . . Frankie, why haven’t you moved?’

‘Sorry,’ I say for what feels like the hundredth time tonight. ‘I told you I wasn’t good at this kind of thing.’

Eddie looks at me with a mixture of frustration and pity. ‘Why don’t you sit this one out and watch the others?’ he suggests. ‘Maybe it will help if you see what you’re supposed to be doing.’

‘Sure.’ I shrug, happy for any excuse to stop this torture.

We’ve been rehearsing down on Morvoren Cove, one of the quieter beaches in St Felix. We’ve tucked ourselves in among some large rocks for a little privacy, and we’ve been going over and over Eddie’s planned routine for our spot in the Enchantment Under the Sea talent show.

It’s all right for Eddie and Mandy; they are natural performers – neither of them ever one to shy away from the spotlight when it’s on them. My other friend, Claire, is naturally quiet and shy, so I was surprised to hear she was going to be a part of the performance. But Eddie can be very persuasive, and I have no doubt he’s sweet-talked her into this somehow.

Sitting cross-legged on the sand, I watch them move around in front of me to a track I’m already sick of hearing played over and over again on Mandy’s portable cassette player, and I can’t help but smile at their very different ways of performing.

Eddie is the life and soul as always; his moves and gestures are pronounced and over the top – just like he is.

Mandy somehow manages to make Eddie’s choreography look feline and sexy as she moves her curvy figure around and bats her long black eyelashes.

And Claire – well, she’s just Claire. As always, trying her absolute best, but somehow always managing to scuttle around in the background like a little mouse.

‘Yes!’ Eddie claps his hands triumphantly when they complete the routine reasonably successfully without me. ‘That’s it – we’ve nearly got it!’

‘Have we, though?’ Mandy asks, throwing herself down on the sand beside me. She opens a can of Fanta and takes a long slurp. ‘It still seems pretty sloppy to me.’

Claire also sits down beside us. She too opens a can, but she sips delicately from it while she neatly arranges her legs underneath her.

‘It’s only sloppy when I’m involved,’ I reply, smiling. ‘Without me it’s ten times better.’

‘Oh, no!’ Eddie fiddles with the cassette player again, no doubt rewinding it ready to play yet another rendition of the Beach Boys’ ‘Surfin’ USA’. ‘You’re not getting out of it that easily, Frankie. You’ll pick it up eventually.’

I look desperately at the others for help while Eddie is turned away.

They just grin back at me.

‘If we have to do it, you do too!’ Mandy whispers. ‘What I wanna know is how Suzy managed to get out of it so easily.’

‘Claire?’ I whisper, and I clasp my hands together as though I’m praying. ‘Help me – you know I have two left feet when it comes to dancing.’

Claire thinks for a moment, then she nods. ‘You know, Eddie,’ she says suddenly, making us all jump. Claire is always quiet and rarely speaks up unless she has to. ‘I was wondering about something.’

‘Yep?’ Eddie is still trying to set up the track.

‘If we’re supposed to be dressed as mermaids on stage, then how are we actually going to be able to dance?’

‘What do you mean?’ Eddie asks, turning around.

‘Well . . . mermaids have tails, don’t they, not legs. How can we dance if our legs are hidden in a fishtail?’

Yes, Claire! I think euphorically. Brilliant!

Eddie’s face suggests he hasn’t considered this small, but important, fact.

Claire continues. ‘What about if we sat on a wall or something and just sort of swayed in time with the music – would that work? It would be a lot easier for all of us.’

I’m grateful she hasn’t said, ‘Easier for Frankie.’

‘Yeah, Eddie,’ Mandy joins in. She jumps up and goes over to him. ‘I mean, we all know you are the star of the show, aren’t you?’ She puts an arm around his shoulders and then gestures as though they can see a mock-up of the stage in front of them. ‘We’re just there to make up the numbers – and of course look totally and utterly lip-smackingly gorgeous! Couldn’t we be perched on some sort of rock or a shell or something?’ She encourages us to put this into practice now on the nearby rocks.

Claire and I hurry over to the nearest one and begin to arrange ourselves on top with our legs pressed together as though we have long mermaid tails.

‘I’m sure our budding Picasso over there could whip something up for the stage, couldn’t you?’ Mandy asks, looking at me.

‘Oh, yes, I could paint a large shell or a rock – whatever you like,’ I hurriedly say, suddenly envisioning a much less embarrassing time for myself on the stage.

Mandy lets go of Eddie and joins us on the rock, then we begin to make up some impromptu moves by swaying our hands to and fro like a hula dancer describing the sea.

Eddie watches us.

‘It might work, I suppose . . . ’ he says a little reluctantly. ‘I still get to be a surfer dude, though, don’t I?’

‘Of course,’ I tell him keenly. ‘You’re the main man, Eddie. You will be . . . ’ I try to think fast. ‘The Jason Donovan to our Kylie Min . . . No, wait, our Kylie Mer . . . maid.’ I thank my brain for coming up with this analogy so fast. One which I know Eddie will appreciate.

Eddie nods, clearly enjoying this thought. ‘All right, let’s try it with the music.’ He goes back to the cassette player to press play.

I breathe a sigh of relief. ‘Thanks, guys,’ I say quietly. ‘You’ve saved me.’

‘I think we’ve all saved ourselves from a lot of embarrassment,’ Claire whispers. ‘But most importantly we managed to do it and not let Eddie down.’

‘We’ll be the best mermaids St Felix has ever seen!’ I say as the intro of the song begins to float once more over the sand.

‘And the best-looking too!’ Mandy says, as always full of the confidence that both Claire and I lack in our own appearance. ‘The boys won’t know what hit them!’

*

A few days later, our rehearsals are going much more successfully.

While Eddie struts his stuff around the front of whatever our makeshift stage is that day, Claire, Mandy and I sit at the back on whatever we can find to be our rock. We work out our own choreography to fit in with Eddie’s, and although I’m still not overly happy about being on the stage dressed as a mermaid, I’m a lot happier now I don’t have to dance dressed as one.

Suzy, we find out, in exchange for not performing with us, has offered to help Eddie make our costumes. Which I don’t actually mind, because I hate using a sewing machine even more than choreographed dancing.

It’s a weekend in St Felix, and it’s even busier than usual as I take my lunch break from the florist I work in every Saturday, and sometimes after school.

The shop, appropriately named the Daisy Chain, is run by a lovely lady called Rose, and I enjoy working there with her. Rose makes up all the bouquets; I just help behind the counter selling flowers and taking orders, but it’s fun, and it gives me a bit of extra money.

I treat myself to a pasty from Mr Bumbles, the baker’s a few doors down, and head off to look for somewhere quiet and preferably shady to sit and eat. But everywhere is heaving with people – they are either milling around along Harbour Street, where the bakery and flower shop are, or sitting in the sunshine along the harbour front watching the boats and doing what I’m trying to do – sit and eat my lunch.

But the benefit of being a local is you know all the quiet, and often hidden, places to sit. I head up and across the town, through the streets of old fishermen’s cottages to a grassy hill that overlooks one of the many beaches St Felix has to offer. But instead of trying to find a free wooden bench, I head up over the grass to a set of steep steps, cut into the rocky headland, that lead down to the beach.

Halfway down the steps, I climb back onto the surrounding grass and make my way carefully across the tufts towards a natural little shelf worn into the rocks, which I’m overjoyed to find is empty. It’s slightly hidden from view and gives me not only a shady place to eat my lunch, but also an uninterrupted view of the sea. I make myself comfortable on a large flat rock that’s been worn smooth over the years – probably decades – by the many people sitting right where I am now, looking out to sea, and I sigh happily.

Peace at last.

I’ve always liked my own company. Unlike a lot of people my age who seem to crave being in a crowd or a gang, I’m not afraid to be alone – in fact, I really enjoy it. It gives me a chance to think, work things out in my head, and simply breathe.

Don’t get me wrong, I love my friends, but none of us ever set out to become a part of the tight-knit group we are now. We were all drawn to each other randomly, simply because none of us are what is considered a ‘normal’ teenager.

There’s Eddie – the only male of the group – who is what my mother politely calls ‘a little eccentric’, or ‘full of life’, or ‘a flamboyant young man’, depending on her mood. What she doesn’t ever call him is what he actually is: gay.

Eddie was teased a lot at school when he first came here to St Felix. He got called names because he was different from the other boys and didn’t want to do the kind of things they did. Where most of the boys want to kick a ball around after school or hang out in gangs trying to look cool, Eddie is most likely to be found hiring an old musical from the video-rental shop or practising his latest dance moves. Boys occasionally try to bully him because they think he won’t attempt to defend himself, but they’re always in for a shock. Eddie’s older brother, James, is a highly skilled boxer, who’s been tipped to go to the Olympics, and, before he left St Felix to go and train in Ireland, he taught Eddie how to defend himself. I witnessed many a boy, much bigger than Eddie, scuttle away with a bloody nose or arrive in school the next day with a black eye after trying to pick on him. And because Eddie is Eddie, none of them want to admit that he got the better of them.

Then there’s Mandy, the oldest of our group by a few months. Mandy has a reputation for being easy. This makes me really cross, because she isn’t at all. But Mandy never seems that bothered by it. She’s confident and brash, and she doesn’t care who knows it. Mandy likes attention from boys, and she wears clothes and make-up that only encourages their attention. But underneath all her short skirts, jewellery, eyeliner and mascara, Mandy has a heart of gold, she’s deeply loyal and there’s nothing she won’t do for her friends.

Suzy is probably the smartest and most virtuous of all of us. She’s incredibly ethical and all about saving the planet. If there’s a campaign, you can be sure Suzy is a part of it. She was all over Band Aid a few years ago, raising money to help those poor starving children in Ethiopia, and she’s a huge campaigner for both animal rights and the environment. Heaven help you if Suzy sees you miss the bin when you throw a can or a ball of paper towards it. You will be picking up that litter moments later – have no doubt about that.

Suzy isn’t a misfit as such, she’s just a little different and painfully shy. When most girls our age are worrying about their hair or the colour of their nail polish, Suzy is worrying about something called global warming, and she’s recently been banging on about some sort of hole in the ozone layer. I’m not really sure what that is, but Suzy seems quite concerned about it.

Oh, and her other issue – well, it seems to be an issue for some, not us – is she comes from a mixed-race family. Her mum is white and her dad is black. Probably quite common if you live in a big city, but down here on the tip of Cornwall it’s fairly unusual, making Suzy different, and, at our age, different is too often seen as bad.

Claire I’ve known since we were at primary school and, before that, playgroup together. According to our parents, both of us were quiet toddlers, so I guess we must have bonded over our love of keeping within the lines when colouring with our crayons or something like that. Claire isn’t really different, she’s just quiet, and not everyone gets quiet people, do they?

And then there’s me – Frankie. I like my own company, but I’m not quiet like Claire – I speak up if I need to. I don’t like wearing dresses or skirts or anything girly, and I get called a tomboy by those same people that call Eddie, Mandy and Suzy names I choose not to repeat. I’m happiest when I have a paintbrush or a pencil in one hand and a sketchbook in the other. I don’t think I’m really all that different – I’m just me.

But our differences are what brought us together, and, although we rarely tell each other, I know we are all secretly very glad they did.

My pasty, as it always is when it’s bought from Mr Bumbles’, is delicious. I brush the crumbs from my lap, hoping one of the little birds that flit around St Felix looking for scraps manages to get to them when I’ve left, before the huge seagulls that rule the roost around the harbour find them.

I open a can of Diet Pepsi and watch the waves rhythmically rolling onto the sand of Morvoren Cove below while I drink. Little kids try to jump over the white spray, squealing with delight when they don’t succeed and the cold seawater splashes up their little legs.

I can already see several pink-looking bodies, where sun worshippers haven’t used a strong enough sun cream, and a few dogs run about the beach happily chasing balls and frisbees.

I look past them further out to sea and note the differing hues today – turquoises and mint-greens vie for prominence over the usual navy blues and purples. All encouraged by the strong sunshine cascading down onto the waves.

Just as I’m feeling almost hypnotised by the waves, something catches the corner of my eye, making me jump – a splash of salt spray in the water, breaking up the perfect rhythm.

What was that – a fish jumping in the waves?

No, it was too big to be a fish’s tail – must have been a dolphin. We often get schools of dolphins around the St Felix coastline.

It happens again, and for a couple of seconds I see the flick of a large fishlike tail in amongst the waves, and then nothing. The waves go back to their usual rhythmical rolling pattern.

Even though I only saw it for a brief second or two, I knew it wasn’t a dolphin’s tail, or even the moon-shaped tail of one of the basking sharks that occasionally make their way closer to the shore at this time of year. No, this definitely looked like a fish’s tail, but it would have had to have been an incredibly large fish to have a tail that size. The mackerel that are so profitable for the local fishermen’s nets are never as big as that.

I check my watch and realise that it’s already time I headed back to the shop. So, forgetting all about the fish’s tail for now, I pick up my rubbish and climb back along the rocks to the steps and then up the hill and across town back to the florist.

‘Did you have a nice lunch, dear?’ Rose asks as I return.

‘Yes, thank you. I managed to find a shady spot to eat overlooking Morvoren Cove.’

‘How lovely. Will you be all right if I just pop out for a bit and get myself something to eat? It’s been pretty quiet in the last hour.’

‘Of course, Rose. I’ll be fine.’

Rose smiles. ‘I know you will. You’ve been such a blessing to my little shop since you came to work here, Frankie, I can’t thank you enough for all you do.’

‘Oh,’ I say, completely thrown by her kind words. ‘It’s nothing. You know I love working here.’

‘If my granddaughter, Poppy, turns out anything like you when she’s older, I’ll be a very proud grandmother indeed.’

‘Thank you, that’s very kind of you to say. How are your grandchildren – it’s Poppy and . . . William, isn’t it?’

Rose nods. ‘They’re very well. They’re coming to stay in a few weeks with their mother. I’m sure I’ll be exhausted having a four-year-old and a six-year-old running rings around me, but I can’t wait to see them again and give them a big cuddle.’

‘If you need me to cover any more shifts, I’m sure I can.’

‘Won’t you have school, though?’

‘School holidays begin in a couple of weeks! I’ll be as free as a bird all summer!’

‘Ah. Yes.’ Rose nods. ‘What a wonderful situation to be in. When is the dance you were telling me about?’

‘Next Saturday.’

‘Do you have your dress yet?’

I shrug. ‘I’m not really a dress person, so I’m finding it a bit difficult to be honest.’

Rose nods knowingly. ‘Just between the two of us, I was a bit of a tomboy too when I was younger. However, I did bloom – no pun intended!’ she says, looking at the pots of flowers surrounding us. ‘When I got to about eighteen or twenty.’ She looks me up and down. ‘You know you’re about the size I was back then. I’ll get some of my old dresses out for you. Pop round to the cottage one night and you can have a look. No pressure!’ She holds up her hand. ‘I know you’re probably thinking what’s an old bird like me going to have for a youngster like you, but you never know. I won’t be offended if you don’t like anything.’

‘Sure,’ I reply to be polite. I simply can’t turn up at the dance in one of Rose’s old cast-offs though, I’d be the laughing stock of the school. But I haven’t found anything myself so far that I either like or that suits me, so I guess it might be worth a try.

‘Right, I’ll be off to get that lunch, then,’ Rose says. ‘See you in a jiffy.’

I wait for her to leave the shop, then I look around for something to do. There’s always something, whether it’s refilling the big silver buckets that Rose keeps all her flowers in, or sweeping the floors of stray leaves and greenery. I know that if someone came in wanting something more complicated than a few stems of flowers, like a bouquet or a wreath for instance, then all I have to do is take their details and either ask them to come back when Rose is here or tell them she will call them. As I look around, I notice Rose has been making up a bouquet for someone in the back of the shop, so I grab a broom and begin to sweep the floor.

The bell over the shop door rings to signal that someone is entering, so I leave the back room and return to the main shop.

‘Hello,’ I say, then stop when I see who it is.

‘Oh, hi.’ Rob looks equally as surprised to see me as I am to see him. ‘I didn’t know you worked here?’

‘Yes, every Saturday and sometimes after school, too.’

Rob nods and looks awkwardly at some of the displays.

‘Was there something in particular you were looking for?’ I ask, still in automatic shop assistant mode.

‘Yeah, it’s my mum’s birthday tomorrow and I thought I’d get her some flowers.’ He fumbles in his pocket and pulls out a five-pound note. ‘This is all I have right now, though. Can I get much with it?’

‘Yes, I’m sure we can find you something,’ I say, looking around for inspiration, and I begin to pick out a few stems from the silver buckets. Flowers that I knew if they were still here at the end of the day, Rose would offer to me to take home for my own mother. Rose always begins a new week on Monday morning with fresh flowers. Anything not sold by four-thirty on a Saturday afternoon is always given away.

‘How long have you worked here?’ Rob asks to make conversation while I gather various buds and arrange them in my hand into a posy of sorts.

‘A few months now. I really enjoy it.’

‘That’s good. I wish I could get a part-time job.’

‘Why can’t you?’

‘My parents won’t let me. They say it would interfere with my education too much.’

‘Oh.’ I’m not really sure what to say to this; my parents were really pleased for me when I got a job and started earning some money for myself.

‘Couldn’t you help out round the pub – you know, clearing tables and stuff?’ Rob’s parents bought the Merry Mermaid pub on St Felix harbour when it went up for sale – that’s why they moved here in the middle of the school year. I only know this because Mandy’s mum has a cleaning job there and is always full of gossip about the pub and the people who go there, which Mandy delights in passing on to us if it involves anyone we know from school or their parents.

‘I’d like to, but because they bought the pub at this “critical time in my education” – that’s what my mum says, anyway – and I had to move school and stuff, they want me to concentrate on that for now, until I’ve done my GCSEs, anyway.’

‘That’s fair enough, I suppose. What about these?’ I ask, showing Rob the bouquet in my hand. ‘I’ll tie it up with some ribbon. Rose – that’s the lady who owns the shop – she always likes to use white ribbon. Is that OK?’

‘That’s great. Are you sure I can get all this for five pounds?’

‘Yes, some of these flowers will only go to waste if we don’t sell them before we close, so you’re doing us a favour really.’ As expertly as I can, I wrap some of Rose’s special white ribbon around my bundle of flowers, immediately transforming them into a small posy. ‘Here.’ I pass them to him, at the same time taking the five-pound note in his outstretched hand. ‘I hope your mum likes them.’

‘I’m sure she’ll love them – thank you. I don’t really know much about flowers, but they look pretty.’

‘You’ve got roses in there.’ I point to them. ‘And these are alstroemeria. Those little white ones are gypsophila, and the big ones are gerberas.’

Rob nods. ‘Mum will be impressed if I know the names.’

I ring the five pounds up in the till and turn back towards him again. ‘Well . . . ’ I say, not knowing what to say or do next.

He looks just as awkward as I feel. ‘Well . . . ’.

‘How’s the pub doing?’ I ask at the same time as Rob asks, ‘How’s the mermaid rehearsals going?’

‘How do you know about that?’ I stare at him. ‘I didn’t think it was common knowledge we were going to be mermaids.’

Rob flushes in embarrassment. ‘I’ve seen you,’ he admits. ‘Down on the beach, or on the school field practising. You look good. I mean you all look good – you know? Well rehearsed.’ His cheeks redden even more.

I grin. ‘I’ll take well rehearsed as a compliment.’

‘Good. Your act looks much more interesting than the one I’m in.’

‘You sounded good the other day when you were rehearsing.’

‘Thanks, but even though we can play all the tunes, I think it’s a bit dull. At least you’re singing and dancing. It will be much more entertaining.’

‘Entertaining might be a bit generous.’ I grin. ‘But I appreciate the encouragement.’

Rob nods. ‘I better be going, I suppose. Put these in some water for tomorrow.’

‘Yes.’ I wish I could think of something else to say to keep him here a little longer. But what?

‘Why did you agree to be in Jenny’s group?’ I ask suddenly as Rob is about to turn towards the door.

‘What do you mean?’ He looks confused.

‘I . . . I mean . . . ’ What do I mean? Come on, Frankie, think! ‘Guitar is quite cool, isn’t it?’ The words barely have time to form in my brain before they’re tumbling out of my mouth. ‘And Jenny’s group . . . well, they’re not cool, are they? They’re more of a formal orchestra – although they’re very good!’ I add, in case he’s offended. ‘But I always see a guitar as being more at home in a group . . . you know, like a rock band?’

To my enormous relief, Rob smiles.

‘Now it’s my turn to thank you for the compliment. I wish I was cool enough to be in a rock band. I’ve not had many offers though.’

‘I’m sure you’re cool enough,’ I say before I’ve thought it through. ‘Perhaps St Felix isn’t the best place to get offers though – Bon Jovi doesn’t often pop into the Merry Mermaid for a pint, does he?’

To my delight, Rob laughs.

‘No, sadly he doesn’t. Neither does Freddie Mercury.’

‘I’ve heard Guns N’ Roses sometimes take a cottage here over the summer, though . . . ’

‘Yeah, right – I wish!’ Rob grins. ‘You like rock music?’

‘Yeah, I do. My parents soon bought me headphones when I started playing AC/DC full blast in my bedroom.’

‘Nice. Who else?’

To my surprise, Rob and I begin to have a very detailed conversation about rock music, who we like, and who we don’t, and it feels like the most natural thing in the world. I almost forget who I’m talking to and where I am. So that when the bell rings again over the shop door and Rose returns with her lunch, I almost jump out of my skin.

‘Don’t mind me,’ she says as we both stare at her like she’s caught us up to no good. ‘I’ll just take my lunch out the back.’ She raises her eyebrows good-naturedly at me as she passes.

‘I . . . I’d better go,’ Rob says, looking at his flowers. ‘Water . . . you know.’

‘Yeah, that’s a good idea. I . . . I hope your mum likes them.’

‘I know she will. Thanks again, Frankie.’

‘You’re very welcome.’

‘See ya around.’

I nod.

As he leaves the shop, my legs actually buckle underneath me as my knees give way, something I thought only happened in romantic novels, and I have to hold on to the shop counter to stay upright.

‘Nice-looking young man!’ Rose’s voice sounds from the back room, clearly having heard the door open and close.

‘Yes,’ I can only murmur as I begin to regain the feeling in my legs again. ‘He is.’

Rose pops her head back into the shop.

‘Ah,’ she says, smiling at me. ‘Young love, the most powerful and yet often the most painful love of all.’




Three

‘Louder!’ Eddie calls across the sand as we go over the song once again in our now favoured rehearsal spot hidden in between the rocks in Morvoren Cove. ‘They won’t hear you singing otherwise.’

‘I’m sure there’s going to be a microphone, Eddie,’ I say as we sway together on the rock. ‘The audience will hear you, and that’s the most important thing.’

‘Yeah,’ Mandy adds, grinning. ‘We’re just here to look pretty!’

‘Cut!’ Eddie shouts dramatically, waving his arms above his head. ‘Enough! You’ve ruined it now. Go again, please.’

We sigh and roll our eyes at each other. ‘Now, you’ve done it,’ Claire says, looking worried. ‘Eddie looks awfully cross.’

‘I don’t care.’ Mandy hops down off the rock. ‘I’ve had enough. I need a break.’ She begins to rummage about in her bag.

Suzy, who’s been watching us rehearse, gets up from where she’s been sitting cross-legged on the sand and walks over to us.

‘I thought you were all really good,’ she says with encouragement. ‘The outfits I’ve made for you are going to look great.’

‘Yes, about the costumes,’ I begin, but I notice that Mandy, instead of pulling some sweets or a drink from her bag as I expected her to, has actually pulled out a packet of cigarettes, and, cool as a cucumber, she proceeds to light one up while Claire, Suzy and I just stare at her open-mouthed.

‘What?’ she asks nonchalantly. ‘Stop gawping at me like three goldfish gasping for air.’

‘Why are you smoking?’ I demand.

Mandy shrugs. ‘Just felt like trying it.’

‘But where did you get them?’ Claire asks, eyes wide. ‘You’re not old enough to buy cigarettes.’

‘The old fella in the corner shop sold them to me,’ Mandy says, pretending, I notice, to take a drag, but not actually inhaling. ‘He doesn’t care who he sells to as long as he gets his money.’

Eddie doesn’t say anything as he arrives next to us. He simply pulls the cigarette from Mandy’s fingers, throws it down on the beach and kicks some sand over it, so the cigarette rapidly extinguishes itself.

‘Hey!’ Mandy says. ‘I paid good money for that.’

‘I don’t care if you paid in blood,’ Eddie says, glaring at her. ‘Smoking will ruin your lungs and therefore your voice.’

‘You can’t just extinguish cigarettes on the beach.’ Suzy kneels down in the sand, attempting to uncover the cigarette with her hands. ‘Apart from being terribly bad manners, it’s terrible for the environment and it’s littering too!’

Mandy glares at Eddie and pulls the packet of cigarettes from her bag again.

‘Don’t!’ Eddie warns.

‘Or you’ll what?’ Mandy says defiantly. ‘I’m sick of you bossing us around, Eddie, and telling us we’re no good. I think I can speak for all of us mermaids when I say none of us wants to be here doing this on a Sunday evening. We’re doing it as a favour to you. You’d do well to remember that!’

Eddie continues to stare at Mandy for a moment, then very slowly he turns to each of us. ‘Is that true?’ he asks. ‘You don’t want to do the talent show with me?’ He waits for our reaction but when we don’t speak, he asks, ‘Frankie, is that how you feel?’

‘Er . . . you know performing isn’t my favourite thing in the world,’ I answer diplomatically. ‘But I know you love it.’

‘Yes,’ Claire joins in. ‘We wanted to support you, Eddie. You’re our friend.’

Eddie turns to Suzy. ‘Don’t look at me,’ she says. ‘I was honest, I told you I didn’t want to do it. That’s why I offered to make the costumes.’

Eddie’s chin drops to his chest, and I glare at Mandy.

‘What?’ she mouths silently, shrugging. But she has the good grace to push her packet of cigarettes back into her bag.

I’m about to step in and try to build bridges when I hear something.

‘What’s that?’ I ask, tilting my head to one side to hear it better.

‘Sounds like someone playing a guitar,’ Suzy says, looking around.

We all turn, trying to spot the invisible guitarist playing the Beach Boys song we are all far too familiar with by now.

‘There!’ Suzy points along the beach. We look in the direction she’s gesturing and see a lone guitarist appearing from behind some rocks. As they walk towards us, they are lit from behind by the setting sun, so we can only really make out their silhouette.

‘Isn’t that Robert Matthews?’ Claire squints into the evening sunshine.

‘Yes, I think it is,’ Suzy replies, holding her hand above her eyes. ‘I didn’t know he played the guitar.’

‘He can play my strings any day,’ Mandy says, watching the silhouette getting nearer.

Both Eddie and I are silent as we watch the familiar figure of Rob getting closer.

‘Sorry if I’m interrupting,’ Rob says as he stops playing, his guitar hung by a strap around his neck. ‘I heard the song and felt like joining in. Do you mind?’

‘No, not at all.’ Mandy immediately goes over to him and loops her arm through his. ‘By all means, come and join us.’

Rob glances at me as Mandy leads him over to the rock we were sitting on. ‘Also, I think I should mention you’ve got some spies in your camp,’ he says, glancing upwards before he sits down.

‘What do you mean spies?’ I ask, following his gaze.

‘Up there.’ Rob points. ‘Tucked up on the hill.’

Everyone now follows Rob’s hand and we see a group of girls younger than us giggling up on the hill that looks over the bay.

‘You little . . . ’ Mandy begins, her brow furrowing with rage. ‘That’s my bloody sister and her silly mates.’

She storms over to the edge of the sand. ‘Bugger off, you lot!’ she shouts, gesturing at them. ‘Wait till I get home, Hetty!’

‘Wait till I tell Mum what you’ve been up to,’ Hetty calls back, and she pretends to smoke an invisible cigarette. Then Hetty and her giggling friends scuttle off up the hill and disappear down the path on the other side.

‘Bloody Hetty!’ Mandy fumes as she returns to us. ‘She’s such a little shit.’

‘Aren’t you worried what your mum will say if she tells her?’ I ask.

‘Nah, she won’t say anything,’ Mandy says. ‘I’ve got stuff on her that she won’t risk me telling Mum about if she dobs me in first. Thanks for letting us know though, Rob. I hadn’t spotted her. Eddie’s been running us ragged rehearsing down here.’

Eddie opens his mouth to protest but Mandy continues. ‘Now.’ She sits down next to Rob on the rock before anyone else can. ‘I’m sure we’d all love to hear you play some more. Wouldn’t we?’ She looks up at us for encouragement.

‘Only if you want to, Robert,’ Claire says. ‘We don’t want to force you or anything.’ She raises her eyebrows at Mandy.

‘What about our rehearsal?’ Eddie asks. ‘We haven’t finished yet.’

Mandy glares at him.

‘Perhaps Robert can play for us while you rehearse?’ Suzy suggests diplomatically before it all kicks off again. ‘He clearly knows the song.’

‘Would you like to?’ Eddie asks casually.

‘On two conditions,’ Rob says, looking at us all. ‘You call me Rob and not Robert.’

‘Ooh, yes,’ Mandy says. ‘That suits you much better.’

‘What’s the other?’ Eddie asks a little suspiciously.

‘You all stop arguing. I’ve seen you guys rehearsing a few times; you’re really good. Be a shame to spoil all your hard work by falling out.’

Mandy and Eddie look sheepishly at each other.

‘Soz, Ed,’ Mandy says first. ‘I know this show is important to you.’

Eddie nods. ‘I’m sorry too. I’m being harsh on you all, I know, but I just want this to be perfect.’

They give each other a hug.

‘Right, then,’ Rob says, smiling at me. ‘Shall we give this a go?’

After we’ve rehearsed our routine a few more times with Rob playing his guitar as accompaniment instead of the original track, we decide to call it a night.

For some reason, once Rob became involved, everyone tried that little bit harder and behaved that little bit better.

He could certainly play the guitar, and had no trouble playing ‘Surfin’ USA’ over and over again.

‘Thanks, guys,’ he says as he zips his guitar back into its case. ‘I really enjoyed that tonight. It was a lot of fun.’

‘You know, Eddie,’ Suzy says, giving me a look that suggests she might need some backup in a
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