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            Chapter One
      

         

         Sylvie felt Sam’s little hand grasp hers even tighter as they rounded the corner by the pub and turned down past the butcher’s. The sand was spilling out onto the pavement as they approached the beach, the golden grains signalling their arrival long before they set foot on the beach proper. She knew, if she glanced at him, his little teeth would be clenched with excitement.

         They had been here every sunny day throughout summer and most of spring, and if truth be told they’d been here on the odd rainy one too. Sylvie had a feeling they could come every day for ever and neither she nor Sam would ever get bored. In fact, that was her plan.

         The beach opened up wide in front of them, and as they reached the bit where pavement ended and beach began, they kicked off their flip-flops in a tradition they had built ever since Sam could walk. A quickly embedded ritual meant that the two of them bent over at the same time to pick their shoes up and glanced at each other and smiled. It was a shared signal that their beach day had started and that the next couple of hours would be nothing but heavenly.

         The two of them had developed the perfect day over the last couple of months. Chores in the morning, when Sylvie would help her uncle out with the day-to-day running of the farm and Sam would be expected to get on with his work too. Work that largely involved his action figures and a city he would construct out of blocks, carefully colour coding each bit. And then as the sun began to fade from its midday high the two of them would grab their beach stuff, piled by the door next to the wellies and walking sticks, and make their way into the village.

         Sylvie knew the sting of sunburn – as a child she merely had had to look out of the window and she’d fry. With Sam sharing her freckles, red (really red) hair and the pale skin that came with it she made sure that there was no way her child would experience blisters raised on his ears as her uncle used to out on the farm all day, or toss and turn at night – too burnt to sleep.

         The spades, body-boards and buckets would be grabbed, the swim shoes and the rash vest dried out by the Aga from the day before, and the two of them would slather each other in factor fifty, with special attention paid to the neck and the ears. Fruit and water would be thrown into a bag along with a book each and then the two would race to the car, spades dropped to the floor as they put seat belts on and turned the music up loud, singing all of Sam’s favourite songs on the short journey from Lovage Farm into Penmenna. Sometimes as they belted it out together she thought she might love ‘Wheels on the Bus’ more now than she ever did at four. Other times she suspected she might hit saturation point Very Soon Indeed.

         Back on the beach now, they felt the sand squidge between their toes as they headed to their favourite spot, getting damper and squidgier the closer they came to the water. She raised a hand to a group of mums from the village who were just leaving, and again to Alice, who was sitting at the foot of the cliff, engrossed in her book. Her heart melted as Sam saw their little spot – tucked away next to a natural stream running from the cliff straight down to the sea, perfect for keeping their water cool in the sun – and ran towards it. He was more confident here than anywhere else, the shadow recently cast over the farm still failing to shift completely.

         Happy to let go of her hand to shake his towel out and claim his spot, he stopped short as she watched and turned back around to face her, perplexion written all across his little freckled face.

         For the whole of summer that spot had been theirs. At no point, even at the peak of Regatta week, had they turned up to find the crime of all crimes committed – someone else’s towel. But today there was. Two to be precise. One great big luxurious one that looked like it should be rolled into a glamorous curl on some chichi hotel bed and one covered with little foxes’ faces, next to a small matching bag. Cute. But not theirs.

         Sam looked at her for answers, and she was tempted to pick them up and place them just over there, a couple of feet away. Or perhaps she could chuck them behind the cluster of boulders piled up near the entrance to the cave. Or, if she could persuade Sam to close his eyes, she could peg it down to the shoreline super-fast, throw them out to sea and then come back and pretend she didn’t know what had happened. Although, of course, she would not do either. Instead she would use it as time to educate Sam about public spaces and the need to share them, no matter how personal they felt, how much you saw them as yours.

         ‘It’s OK, Mum. We can just go the other side of the stream.’

         ‘Plan, Sam. Like the way you’re thinking.’ OK, so the four-year-old didn’t need the lesson, that would just be her.

         The two tiptoed through the little stream, their mouths opening as the cold of the water hit their toes and made them dance through, making high-pitched ow-ing noises, before laying their towels down in the not-quite-as-nice-but-really-not-remarkably-different spot.

         Sam immediately started stripping down to his trunks and gently lowered himself onto his own towel, pulled on his beach shoes carefully and then jumped to attention.

         ‘OK, I’ll go find some stones.’ He looked longingly at the slate patches on the beach, nestling next to the boulders. The other side of the strange towels. ‘Do you think they’d mind?’

         ‘I’m sure they wouldn’t? Go on, I’ll keep my eyes peeled. And anyway, you know the rule – grab the moment!’

         Sam liked to build a couple of slate towers once he had got himself changed. He was a funny little thing, fond of routine and order, set in his ways. He would start with the tower, then they’d go down for a paddle, starting in the stream and heading to the shoreline, where they’d jump waves and slowly-slowly get a little deeper each time. He was happy past his knees now but Sylvie was hoping to get him in a little further. He had swimming lessons at the leisure centre in Roscarrock but the difference between the safety of a pool and the wildness of the waves, even on a millpond-smooth day, was great. The swimming pool wasn’t salty brine, riddled with seaweed and probable sea monsters.

         As she watched him collect his first slate, she saw a man approach. Tall, imposing even from a distance, his dark head bowed as he chatted away to a girl who looked about Sam’s age, and was leaping gazelle-like at his side. They were coming around the cave mouth and heading towards the towels.

         She quickly diverted her gaze as he looked up, but she felt his eyes sweep across and dismiss her. Good. The last thing she wanted was interaction. This was her and Sam’s special bit of the day. The time when she didn’t worry about money, or next steps, or moving out from the farm and letting Tom move his girlfriend in, which she was fairly sure was his plan.

         Sam, seeing the arrival of the towel-owners, had thrown his usual caution to the winds and instead of carefully bringing back one or two slates, was clasping three bits to his chest, with one more tucked under his chin. His eyes were wide open as he made his getaway, beach shoes saving him from freezing toes in the stream as he headed purposefully back to his mother. Looking at the panic on his face, she was fairly sure he didn’t have a career in burglary in his future.

         ‘Phew.’ He clattered the slates at her feet as he let out an over-expressive sigh of relief. ‘That should do for a minute.’ He flicked a quick look over his shoulder as the two approached.

         ‘Good job. We can get more in a minute, if you want?’

         ‘Hmm, let’s see how we go.’

         As the man reached his towel she experienced a jolt of familiarity that made no sense, but was there all the same – quiet and determined and very present. She couldn’t place where she could possibly know him from; he certainly wasn’t from the village, she would have definitely noticed him before. Everyone would have noticed him before!

         He exuded an animal magnetism, sleek and dangerous like a jungle cat, and yet she didn’t feel in the slightest bit fearful, just intrigued and certain that she was meant to meet him, here and today. She felt her tummy flip a little with lust. Wow! She had forgotten what instantaneous attraction felt like – the last time her tummy had flipped was after an ex-boyfriend had drunkenly cooked some shellfish in a kind of (failed) rapprochement.

         The man pushed his floppy jet hair out of his eyes as the small girl tried to stop him from sitting by divebombing onto the swish towel, her cornrows waving as she did so. Next she starfished out and smiled up at him with a real ner-ner-ner-watcha-gonna-do look on her face, before flipping her own foxy towel out of the way so he had no options left but sand and slate.

         Sylvie couldn’t help but smile at her mischief, whereas when she flicked a look over to her son he looked entranced – half horrified by the girl’s behaviour and half enchanted. It would appear that both strangers were capable of weaving a spell.

         The man cast a quick glance at Sylvie, a smile teasing the corners of his mouth, a see-what-I-have-to-contend-with look, conspiratorial. Bugger, that made her tingle all the way to her toes, and she had been fairly sure that side of her had died shortly before childbirth, and very definitely after!

         For goodness’ sake, she didn’t even feel fizz when Idris Elba was on TV any more. And now she was virtually squirming around in the sand because a stranger to the village had stood within twenty feet of her. Please God, don’t let him speak – Lord knows what she’d do then. Present responses indicated there was a strong chance it would involve forgetting her son was present and hurling her bikini top to the four winds.

         She felt herself flush at the mere thought of it. Gah, she had a habit of blushing at the most inopportune moments – she really hoped her body wasn’t about to start this nonsense again. Please don’t look over here again, she mentally begged, forcing on her jolliest tone in an attempt at self-distraction.

         ‘Let’s build these then, shall we?’ She smiled across at Sam, willing him to collude so she could get her head back into motherhood rather than unexpected lustful thoughts over strange, and presumably married, men.

         Sam, apparently unaware that his mother was undergoing some kind of freaky sexual transformation, dragged his eyes from the girl and back to her as he silently nodded.

         The minute Sylvie leant forward and watched Sam carefully stack the second slate upon the first one, the girl started shuffling forward on her bottom towards the stream, bringing the towel with her.

         ‘Whoa, now you need to get up, you’ll soak that. Come on, up you get, and give me the towel back.’ Sylvie didn’t look around when the man spoke, but there was something familiar, again only just, about his voice as well. His tone might have been gentle but it had an underlying steel to it which made Sylvie want to obey immediately. She was intrigued to know if it had as much power on the little girl as it seemed to on her. But there was no way she was going to turn and look.

         She didn’t need to – she heard a high-pitched giggle and the sound of a thwack as the towel, she guessed, was hurled into the air and landed.

         Sam broke out into a delighted guffaw and despite her best intentions Sylvie felt her head spin around, and there, slightly less imposing now, sat the most tempting man Sylvie had seen in years with a luxury towel draped across his head and shoulders and a shocked expression on his face, whilst two small children stood nearby with tears streaming down their cheeks.

         He shrugged and smiled as he removed the towel, catching Sylvie’s eye and sharing a what-can-you-do moment with her as she found herself smiling back.

         ‘I’m Ellie.’ The girl had taken advantage of the shared mirth to get through the stream and move closer to Sam. ‘What you doing?’ She had a musical lilt to her voice that spoke of another country, perhaps more than one, that Sylvie couldn’t quite identify. Possibly a French accent, maybe a hint of an African dialect, she couldn’t pinpoint it.

         ‘You can help if you like. I’m just building a tower here. See how many you can build up before it topples.’

         ‘But you don’t have many.’

         ‘I do.’

         ‘No, you don’t.’

         ‘I do. I’ve got one, two… um, lots, haven’t I, Mum?’

         ‘You’ve got one, two, three, four.’ Sylvie counted them out. ‘Four is lots, you’re four. But you could get more if you wanted. Maybe Ellie—’ she smiled at the girl, including her in their circle ‘—could help you get some.’

         ‘I could. I’m nearly five. I can count a lot more.’ She nodded violently, about twenty nods, all in quick succession.

         ‘Hmm.’ Sam didn’t sound particularly impressed. Sylvie wished she could shake off the spell cast quite as easily.

         ‘Come on. We can do it over there, and then we can build lots, lots and lots, like maybe even…’ She cast around for her biggest number. ‘…maybe even twelveteen.’ She held her hand out, with the openness of the truly confident. ‘Come on.’

         Sam looked at her with big eyes as she gave him an even bigger smile, and then checked what his mum thought. Sylvie gave him an encouraging nod and he crossed the stream and allowed himself to be led to the cave mouth where the two of them started to round up slates and build them into towers.

         The man smiled across at Sylvie as the children played.

         ‘Hi, I’m Alex. It’s good for her to have someone her own age to play with.’

         ‘Hi, Alex. Sylvie. It is. Sam is usually quite shy, so it’s nice to see.’

         ‘Ha! Ellie is about the absolute opposite of shy. She’s a whirling dervish of a child. I think this is the most I’ve seen her concentrate in ages.’ He couldn’t help but smile as he glanced across at his daughter, her little pink tongue poked just out of her mouth as she piled another slate on top of an already teetering pile.

         His indulgent parental smile was contagious, spreading to Sylvie’s lips as well.

         ‘She’s certainly got a cracking aim.’

         ‘She has. That towel hit its mark perfectly.’

         ‘It suited you.’

         ‘You think I suit the draped-towel look?’ His eyebrows were raised pretty high.

         ‘I think you could probably get away with it.’ Mind you, she thought, he could probably get away with anything and still look pretty damn hot. Oh God, she realized how sexual that all sounded. He was going to think she was trying to pick him up on the beach in front of their children. Worse still was the fact that if he had made her feel a bit of a twinkle before, now super-close up and talking to him, that was making her feel downright combustible. If she thought a mild blush was embarrassing, imagine what it would be like just to suddenly burst into flames – that would be so much worse. He’d have to fill the children’s plastic buckets up with seawater, maybe make a line down to the shore, and come and douse her.

         She quickly checked out his hands, just to see how many primary-coloured buckets he could manage at a time – quite a lot, she decided, they were large hands, with something very masculine about them, hands of experience – and felt herself flush even more. Great. She might have escaped bursting into fire but there was a definite flame creeping across her face, down her neck and probably – she didn’t dare look – all across her chest as well. A bright red blush always looked so attractive juxtaposed against her very ginger hair. And now she was worrying about looking attractive. This was mortifying! What had happened to her in the last twenty minutes? Come back, vaguely asexual Sylvie, I was much more comfortable with you, she pleaded silently, whilst reminding herself to tear her glance away from his hands before he had her arrested for overtly predatory behaviour.

         This was absolutely ridiculous. Why was this happening? Admittedly the quota of dishy men around here was shockingly low. Most of them smelt of cow or three hours in the pub, but surely she could trust her hormones not to go into mad overdrive the minute a vaguely civilized man wandered into her eyeline.

         Actually, the vicar was gorgeous, far better looking than a man of God had the right to be, but he didn’t make her fluttery inside, and the butcher was quite dishy but she had felt mildly repulsed when he asked her out for a drink the other month, so it couldn’t just be a good-looking-man thing. It must run deeper than that. Whatever it was she really needed to get back to reality – who was this new woman and what had she done with her mind?

         As she looked up it would appear Alex might be asking the same question, his eyebrows raised quizzically at her. What had she done now? What if he was familiar because he was like that bloke off the telly and could read her mind? Maybe the sand could just open up now and swallow her, or a nicely timed tsunami could just swing on by.

         Glancing at the sea, there was no sign of a massive, life-threatening wave on the horizon, which she was supposed was a good thing. Oh shit, he was still smiling, and waiting.

         ‘Sorry, I didn’t catch that?’ Surely the safest response.

         ‘I was just saying that the towel look might not catch on at work.’

         ‘No, very true, employers are funny about that sort of thing. Expect you to be fully and appropriately dressed. Madness.’ What was she saying? At least if she carried on burbling nonsense he’d eventually edge his towel to a safer part of the beach, the bit this madwoman and her child didn’t occupy.

         ‘Yup, I have to admit it is lovely not having to rush from pillar to post all day long. I can’t remember feeling this relaxed in a long time.’

         Sylvie looked up at the seagulls swooping overhead and breathed the salty air in deep. He was right. This was a whole different life from her old one, and a damn sight more relaxing – it was just a shame it might not be sustainable. However, worrying about that now wasn’t a sensible option either. She’d shelve that for tonight when she could gaze out at the moon wishing sleep would hurry up and flicker its fingers over her, just for a couple of hours.

         ‘It’s magical here. It slows you right down. Are you here on holiday?’ She was itching to ask about his wife but knew that dropping it casually into conversation would alert him to her curiosity. And that was not a path she wanted to wander down.

         ‘Yeah, we thought we’d come down for a week, catch up with a friend that moved down last year. It’s been lovely. I can see why he decided to stay.’

         ‘Cornwall’s a funny place, it’s said it will either welcome you with open arms or spit you back out fairly quickly. You’d be amazed at the people who come down here thinking it’s perfect but find that once the holiday vibe has worn off they just aren’t suited to it at all, and then for others it’s instant. Like this is the place they should be and they’ve been waiting all their lives for it.’

         ‘Ha! And I’m guessing you’re the latter?’

         ‘Oh no, I’m born and bred. Eighth generation, I think, if not more. But I did escape for a short bit. I think everyone should. It can be quite insular down here. But then, well, you know, I wanted to raise Sam as I had been, on the beach, buckets and spades, the only threat being pasty-stealing seagulls rather than gang culture and knife crime.’

         ‘I’ve only been here a couple of days, but you’re right, those things do seem to be distinctly lacking from Penmenna. It seems as if nothing could disturb the peace here, and that’s coming from someone who has…’ He paused. ‘…well, never mind.’

         Before Sylvie could decode what he was possibly alluding to, or indeed press him on it, the peace of Penmenna was very much disturbed.

         ‘Cheese an’ Chrise!’ Ellie stood, hands on her hips next to a large pile of tumbled slates. Her stance very much suited to a fishwife of old, with her hands on her hips and fury writ across her face. A scarf tied in a knot and perched upon her head would have completed the look perfectly. Whilst Sam stood next to her with that slightly amazed look that he seemed to have adopted since meeting her and Sylvie was beginning to worry might become permanent. She hoped that the wind didn’t change quickly.

         ‘Ellie!’ Alex leapt to his feet and headed straight over to his daughter.

         ‘Did you see that? We worked so hard, didn’t we, Sam?’

         ‘We did.’ Sam nodded intently. He was clearly going to be #TeamEllie on this one.

         ‘I’m sure you did, but that’s not really the point, the point is that…’

         Sylvie tried to cover up her smile. She knew she’d have to be #TeamAlex, simply because of the Parent Code, but secretly she was with Ellie all the way. It was healthy to express frustration, but the truth was she was glad it wasn’t Sam being so terribly healthy.

         ‘We worked really hard and then the buggering thing fell over! What’s a girl supposed to do with that, huh?’ Her arms uncrossed as she spread them wide, palms upturned in a universal what’s-a-girl-supposed-to-do-with-that shrug.

         That was it! Sylvie broke the code and dissolved into a giggle – only a very short one – but a noticeably obvious giggle all the same. She liked Ellie.

         Alex threw her a desperate look over his shoulder, to which she did a mini shrug of her own, and then waited to see what he’d do next. She was clearly failing at the parents-stick-together thing, but she was as intrigued as Sam as to who would win this particular battle. And her money wasn’t on the six-foot-two man in front of her.

         ‘Ellie, I see that your tower fell, and I know you worked hard at it, but you just said some very naughty words…’

         ‘Very naughty.’ Sam decided to chime in and Ellie shot him an amused look, whereas Sylvie winced a bit.

         ‘And no matter how upset you are, you can’t use words like that.’

         ‘Which ones?’ The young girl managed the perfect combination of confusion and challenge.

         Sylvie no longer liked Ellie, she thought she might just love her a little bit instead.

         ‘I’m not going to repeat them. I’m sure you know which ones were naughty.’

         ‘Does it mean I don’t get an ice cream if I don’t know which ones are naughty? ’Cause I do really want ice cream and you did promise.’

         ‘Um…’

         ‘And I don’t think I could say anything that naughty. Although if I did then I didn’t mean to so I still get ice cream, right? I bet you love ice cream too, don’t you?’ Ellie turned to Sam to back her up. He nodded frantically. Alex looked as if wasn’t quite sure what to do next and had a horrid feeling this whole discussion was going to end with both children being rewarded with a double cornet whilst he apologized. ‘See, Sam loves ice cream and he didn’t say any naughty words, did you? Did he?’

         Sure enough, fifteen minutes later the four of them were sitting together, on the cave side of the stream, eating ice cream whilst Sylvie tried to reassure Alex that Cheese, regardless of intent, wasn’t actually a swear word and that at four they were largely mimicking. From what it sounded like – they had been subjected to a long, largely nonsensical monologue on the way to the kiosk as to why none of this was Ellie’s fault and it was something to do with a show called Real Housewives of Something or Other that someone called Angileeena liked – Ellie wasn’t really swearing, merely copying expressive behaviour which demonstrated that she was terribly bright.

         Alex had responded with a look of complete disbelief before turning back to his ice cream, whilst Sylvie had sat there, sun beating down on her face and legs, with a tub of mint choc chip and a feeling of smug relief that Sam was far too shy to do anything embarrassing.

         The rest of the afternoon was heavenly, as long as Sylvie didn’t allow herself to look at Alex for more than five seconds. This made answering questions whilst appearing to be a normal person fairly difficult, but she thought she might be pulling it off.

         Sam had broken from routine and ran, yes, ran, down to the beach with Ellie and played the jumping-the-wave game with her instead of doing it clutching Sylvie’s hand, whilst the two grown-ups sat at the tideline and talked about the things parenting manuals never tell you. By the end of it she had learnt lots of things about Alex – that he had never realized that the trauma of buying shoes for small children was worse than having a root canal in a third-world nation; that he still didn’t understand why clothes manufacturers made crop tops with glitter lips on for three-year-olds, noisy three-year-olds who apparently had to have glitter-lips clothing or they would fall to the floor screaming as if they had recently been beaten with a metal pole; and that he was genuinely worried that if he heard the theme tune to Peppa Pig one more time his ears would bleed, largely because he’d be tempted to hack them off himself – but still she didn’t know what he did for a living, where he lived and what his relationship status was. Not that she was interested – she had more than enough to contend with at the moment without introducing a man into her life – but it was always worth knowing these things.

         He on the other hand had learnt all sorts about her – more than once she had cursed her all-too-ready tongue as personal detail tripped over personal detail whilst they spoke. She didn’t know how he did it but he seemed to have a skill for getting her to impart information that she was not normally prepared to share with anybody – let alone a complete stranger on the beach, wearing nothing but his shorts, and who she was never going to see again. Although perhaps that was why. There was a catharsis about pouring out stories to a complete stranger, especially when you had been living in a small community for a while. Small communities meant very few secrets – usually the person you were talking to had already heard a lavishly embroidered version of the tale you were trying to impart and much preferred their garnished version to your unvarnished one.

         People began to move from the beach, families gathering up their beach clutter as they started to head home. Teenagers with disposable barbecues and bags that clinked with cheap wine and even cheaper cider drifted onto the sands and started walking to the furthest corners. It had been a lovely day, and though she wasn’t working tonight, Sylvie knew she needed to head home and get Sam fed and to bed. Although the whole summer had been made of beach days, today had been different, like a holiday.

         She slowly started to pack up and gave Sam a five-minute warning. He developed a slightly mutinous look, which she quelled with an eyebrow.

         ‘Wow. That’s impressive. I need to learn that.’

         ‘A little bit of practice and I’m sure you’ll be fine. Thank you for a lovely day, it’s been a pleasure to meet the both of you.’

         ‘You too, and lovely to meet you, Sam.’

         Alex stretched out his hand to shake Sam’s, only to have the small boy – hat askew and looking like he wished he had the guts to be more defiant, more like his new friend – drop his bucket and spade, ignore Alex’s hand and cling instead to his leg, turning his face up to Alex’s as a flower does to the sun.

         With his eyes as wide as they could go, his very best puppy-dog eyes that had never failed him before, he pleaded with Alex non-verbally. Which unfortunately meant neither adult could actually work out what he was pleading for. But he did look like he was building up to a whimper.

         Sylvie took control of the situation with her mummiest tone.

         ‘Come on, Sam.’

         It didn’t seem to work.

         What next? If she tried to pry his fingers off Alex that would involve touching the man’s leg, and as enjoyable as his company had been, she felt that was a little too intimate for a first meeting.

         ‘Sam!’ She tried her fiercest tone next.

         He clung harder.

         ‘Hey, little man. It’s been great meeting you, but you will need to let me go at some point.’

         ‘Come home with us,’ Sam entreated, but very quietly.

         ‘What was that?’ Alex bent down to see if he could hear clearer.

         ‘Come home with us. You can be my new daddy, and Ellie can be my sister, and you can be Mummy’s boyfriend, she really needs one of those. She’s never had one, you know, never, never ever.’ Sam had made his voice louder this time, and several people on the beach turned around to see what this was about. Some gave reassuring smiles, some just smirked. Sylvie hated them. This would be all around the village by teatime.

         However, if she thought she had blushed earlier that was nothing compared to the scarlet hue that was currently overwhelming her, whilst directing her best ‘kill’ looks at the smirkers. From the tips of her hair to the ends of the toes she could feel the heat.

         She knew that had it been anyone else she would have struggled not to laugh herself so she couldn’t really bear the other beachgoers any ill will. But to have been outed in front of this man, and the whole beach, as a desperate, sex-starved, and probably shrivelled and dried-up, old prude was more embarrassment than she could take in a day. Especially one so unattractive and inept that she needed an infant to find her dates. Intimate or not, she was unfurling those bloody fingers, no matter how cute (and getting less so by the minute) the boy attached to them was and getting him in the sodding car before he could say anything else!

         ‘That’s a great idea! Oh, can we, Daddy, can we? Can we?’

         The only positive to this was that Alex was looking as uncomfortable as she was.

         ‘Um… that’s a lovely idea, Sam, Ellie, but not um…’ He exchanged a look with Sylvie as the whole of her insides curled up in mortification. His look said that he couldn’t answer that question without being insulting so was completely stuck for an acceptable answer. She was half tempted to stick around and see how he dealt with it but her own embarrassment was too strong.

         Trying not to pull at the hairs on his legs as she unwrapped the suddenly remarkably strong and uncharacteristically difficult four-year-old boy off this full-grown man’s body was quite tricky. She would have been proud of herself for managing it had she not been too busy clasping Sam’s form to her, gathering all the bags with her one remaining hand and racing off the beach, merely shouting, ‘Enjoy the rest of your holiday,’ at the man and the little girl left standing, staring after her. Thank goodness she would never, ever have to see them again.

      
   


  
   
    
     
      Chapter Two
     

    

    
     ‘Daddy met a mummy, Daddy met a mummy!’ sang Ellie as she raced through the big front door, left ajar for her, and through to the sleek kitchen where Chase was doing something clever with vegetables as Angelina poured them both a drink.
    

    
     ‘Never know what’s going to wash up onshore here, but even in my book, that’s pretty quick work! Here, I’m guessing you may want one of these.’ Angelina smiled, and as an automatic reaction to having an attractive man in the vicinity flipped her perfectly groomed blonde hair over her shoulder and twinkled as she passed a glass to Alex who, a couple of beats behind his daughter, had entered the kitchen looking a bit frazzled.
    

    
     ‘Tell them, Daddy, tell them!’
    

    
     ‘Hmm, that’s not all Angelina and I have to discuss, Ellie, if you remember?’
    

    
     Ellie looked blank and then sidled up to Angelina, trying to worm the glass out of her grown-up friend’s hands. ‘Can I have some? Is it gin? I like that, don’t I?’
    

    
     ‘No, not in front of Daddy!’
    

    
     ‘Are you joking? You’d better not have been giving her alcohol!’
    

    
     ‘Relax, it was just a little taste on my finger. We do grown-up-girl things, don’t we, Ellie, when we’re together. It’s not all drink-based. I was going to teach her how to shave her legs later – it’s never too early to perfect these skills. And she’s very bright, she much prefers Hendrick’s to Gordon’s and has quite grown-up taste in television, you know?’
    

    
     Angelina took an appraising glance at Ellie, winked at her and turned back to Alex. ‘I expect there’s nothing this girl couldn’t do. I had a phone call from my agent this morning about a new circus-based reality show, look at her…’ Angelina pinched Ellie’s cheek in an affectionate, not a hurty, way, ‘…she’d look great coming out of a cannon. Neat little braids flying and sequinny spangled leotards.’
    

    
     ‘You and I need to talk.’
    

    
     ‘I always find talking is desperately overrated.’
    

    
     ‘Stop winding him up, Ange, he’s been known to take men out with a Vulcan death grip in times of high stress, and I think this might turn into one of these times if you don’t stop!’ Chase grinned good-naturedly at his girlfriend. They had been together a few months now and Chase had confided to Alex that he was never sure when she was teasing or whether she was as extreme as her words implied. He chose to believe it was the former – otherwise there was a chance he was dating a narcissistic, delusional psychopath – a chance that her brother Matt had assured him, and anyone else who would listen, was a strong possibility.
    

    
     ‘What’s a death grip, Daddy, huh? Teach me, teach me!’
    

    
     ‘A death grip is something that happens to little girls who don’t put away their beach stuff the minute they get home.’
    

    
     ‘Well, then, why didn’t I get one yesterday? I want one!’ Her voice took on a whiny tone.
    

    
     ‘Hey, hey, you don’t really. Daddy is just teasing. Here, have this and then you can go for a bath.’ Chase slid a cheese-and-tomato omelette he appeared to have just whisked up whilst they had been talking onto her plate, and then fetched a bowl of chop-chop salad and placed it to the side. ‘And I know how much you like this. I even put pomegranate in, just how you like. Can you see it?’
    

    
     Ellie grinned up at him and wrinkled her nose. She loved it here. It was the most settled she had been since the adoption, and they had only been here a few days. Alex was discovering that parenting was a darn sight easier with your friends involved. There was a Nigerian proverb that said it took a village to raise a child, and if this was the difference two friends (well, one friend and his rather alarming new girlfriend) made then he could see that with a whole village it would be a breeze. He knew also that he was going to have to make a decision soon, find somewhere to settle. The nomadic nature of his professional life might have been what brought him into Ellie’s life but he was fairly sure it was unsuited for keeping her there. Her night terrors were lessening all the time and considerably so since they had arrived at Chase’s, thus he imagined a settled life and routine would be the quickest path to recovery.
    

    
     Ellie didn’t look particularly traumatized now, although her face did wrinkle as she tasted the odd bit of celery snuck into her chop-chop salad, but it wasn’t stopping her from wolfing her supper down as if she hadn’t seen food for three weeks.
    

    
     ‘Can Angileeena give me my bath tonight? I’ll be extra good and won’t even make a mess or nothin’?’
    

    
     ‘That depends largely on whether Angileeena will be using gin or razorblades anywhere near the tub tonight?’
    

    
     Angelina looked at him and grinned. He still hadn’t quite got her measure yet, and he was particularly good at reading people and situations. He had to be.
    

    
     ‘No, not tonight. I’ll be saving them for the next time Chase tries to take me fishing.’
    

    
     ‘Are you happy to give her a bath?’ Alex mouthed this over Ellie’s head. Angelina didn’t look the mumsy type, in fact she looked about as opposite as one could get, but for some reason Ellie had taken to her and spent far too much of her day chanting ‘Angileeena says…’ which was usually followed up with something so heinous that he expected Dr Barnardo’s to pound through the door the second she stopped speaking. They hadn’t yet, but it could still happen. Angelina nodded back.
    

    
     ‘She’ll have to hurry up with that food though. I reckon I only have about ten minutes of nice left in me today, and that’s drawing on tomorrow’s reserves.’
    

    
     Ellie walloped the last bit of omelette into her mouth and jumped up, then quickly stuck her finger in the salad bowl and scooped out a bit more.
    

    
     ‘Come on then. Let’s go!’ She jumped around on the kitchen floor, hopping from foot to foot.
    

    
     ‘Angelina, is that top silk? It could get a bit splashy.’ Chase had been on bath duty the day before and Alex knew that ‘a bit splashy’ was characteristically understated.
    

    
     ‘Well, I’m hardly going to be wearing polyester, am I? God, you ask some daft questions sometimes.’
    

    
     ‘I told you not to call me that!’ Chase shouted after her as she left the kitchen, Ellie hoppity-skipping in her wake, and gleefully imitating the harrumph that Angelina responded to Chase with, all the way down the hallway.
    

    
     Alex watched as Chase tidied up the omelette mess and then gathered a stack of ingredients from the super-sized American fridge that dominated the kitchen with its cherry-red door and began washing and chopping.
    

    
     ‘You weren’t this skilled when we were at school and we had to live off oranges and toast stolen from the sixth form. It always amazes me how good you are in the kitchen.’
    

    
     ‘I know. An all-round renaissance man, who would have thought it? Especially as, let’s face it, our school was all about churning out entitled Neanderthals who could run a country but not wash a dish.’
    

    
     ‘You’ve let the side down by being such a thoroughly decent human being.’
    

    
     ‘I figured someone needed to balance out Hector!’
    

    
     ‘Ha! I haven’t seen him for years, are you still in touch?’
    

    
     ‘Of course, he’s in Morocco at the moment. Actually he’s coming to stay next month.’
    

    
     ‘Really? For all his evil, I’d like to catch up.’
    

    
     ‘Well do, then.’
    

    
     ‘I won’t be here next month.’
    

    
     ‘Interestingly, I wanted to talk to you about that. Maybe you could be. More importantly, maybe you should be.’
    

    
     ‘Eh?’
    

    
     ‘You surprised us all when you adopted Ellie. None of us saw that coming.’
    

    
     Alex grimaced. Neither had he, truth be told, but life threw curveballs and that day, the day he had set eyes on Ellie, turned out to be one of those times.
    

    
     He had been covering a story in South Sudan, about the civil war that had been raging through the country and the ceasefire that had just been agreed. It turned out to be the first of many. As Central African correspondent for a British news organization, Alex was used to being in dangerous situations, very dangerous situations, and relying upon his instincts to keep him and his team safe.
    

    
     However, as he was getting older, he was beginning to wonder how much longer he could, or should, keep doing the things that had won him the reputation for cutting-edge journalism. And that regularly involved him putting himself in situations that could go badly wrong. He wasn’t sure if it was maturity or experience that was making him slightly more trepidatious in his line of work, or if he was just developing a bit of a cowardly streak – he really hoped it wasn’t that. But finding Ellie as he had, that seemed to embed these concerns even deeper, and he knew the time had come for some serious reassessment.
    

    
     ‘It was a shocker for me as well, mate. But you know the situation, I had no choice in the moment. Then afterwards, well, you know how it turned out, that little madam got her hooks into me, the minute she bunched my jacket in her little hand and stared up at me. It was like falling in love as I never had before. I fought a good fight, but I didn’t have a chance. It certainly wasn’t part of my life plan.’ Alex answered his friend honestly, although he knew Chase knew the ins and out of the story already, how he had lain awake thinking of the little girl for months, literally months, before he made the decision he had. And the wrangling to ensure that he made this adoption happen, and with no loopholes, that had taken years.
    

    
     ‘Ha! No, I imagine it wasn’t! And you’re a man that likes to plan, have every eventuality covered. Even when we used to have midnight raids on the tuck shop, do you remember? You’d insist we had a Plan A through to at least a Plan D, leaving nothing to chance.’
    

    
     ‘It saved both our arses more than once. And it helped me later. Always know your exits… it’s a good motto. For all parts of life.’
    

    
     They heard some very loud squealing coming from the bathroom, which really was too far away to hear easily.
    

    
     ‘What the hell?’
    

    
     ‘Leave her, I reckon both of them have met their match in each other. It’s kinda cute. You would not believe the amount of people that think it’s OK to warn me off of Angelina, but they don’t see this side to her.’
    

    
     ‘The side that sounds like it’s trying to drown my daughter?’
    

    
     ‘Oh no, they see that side. The side that will at least make sure she looks pretty if she does end up killing her. But you know what, having met your daughter, it looks like a fairly even fight to me. Anyway, don’t try and distract me with talk about Angelina.’
    

    
     ‘Oh, I won’t. But we were talking exit plans and I was wondering if you had one. She’s a handful.’
    

    
     ‘Hey! I don’t have an exit strategy for Angelina because I don’t want an exit. I think this could work.’
    

    
     ‘I think that’s very noble but a little short-sighted.’
    

    
     ‘And not wanting to get too personal, Alex, an exit strategy has saved your bacon more times than I know, I should imagine. But a healthy relationship it does not make. Commitment doesn’t start by finding the best way out. You may be doing a grand job of distracting me, but no longer. I want to talk to you about something specific, something serious, whilst those two are no doubt waterlogging that entire side of the house.’
    

    
     ‘Do we have to?’
    

    
     ‘No, of course not. But we’re going to. Or rather, I’m going to speak and you can choose whether to listen.’
    

    
     ‘You’ve always been a silver-tongued bastard. I don’t suppose I stand a chance.’
    

    
     ‘Yeah, ’cause you’re such a weak specimen of a man.’ The two exchanged fond looks, looks that only a lifetime of knowing each other can bring.
    

    
     ‘I do hope you’re not defining me based on outdated stereotypes, Chase Cooper. Go on then, seeing as me and my child are staying in your house, I guess I should hear you out. Plus, the way you’re slicing that fish, I don’t think I want to tangle with you.’
    

    
     Chase smiled and waved the knife around whilst making faux martial arts moves, and even stranger noises, before he continued to speak.
    

    
     ‘Excellent, it’s nothing to worry about, buddy. It’s just I think it would be good for you to take a bit of time out from work at the moment.’
    

    
     ‘Don’t disagree, that’s what I’m doing.’
    

    
     ‘Yeah, I know, but I’m thinking a bit longer than a couple of weeks. Put down some roots, not for-ever roots, but maybe just commit to a short amount of time and see what happens. Ellie has to be ready for school soon, if not already, and I wondered if you’d thought about what to do?’
    

    
     ‘Well, yeah, obviously. I thought I could send her to board.’ Chase’s eyes went wide and Alex couldn’t believe he had taken him seriously. ‘Obviously that was a joke, no boarding school would have her, not just yet anyway!’ He pushed both hands in a downward motion, the international gesture for calm down. ‘No, seriously, I appreciate your concern, but I had looked at a couple of great schools in London. I’ve talked to the team and they’re happy to give me an anchor job. If I got a nanny to help out, then if I do need to shoot off for a story, I’d have cover.’
    

    
     ‘Your tone sounds like you know that’s not ideal.’
    

    
     ‘You know me way too well. Truth is, the school stuff is sorted, but professionally, I don’t know so much. What I love about my job is that on-the-ground, in-the-moment feeling. I’m a bit ambivalent about working from a studio full-time. A small team on the ground, great, the politics of working in central London, being more presenter-y and less investigative-y – I mean, don’t get me wrong, I respect what those guys do, and it’s just as adrenaline fuelled – but I’m just not sure it’s for me. If I’m going to be deskbound, and I’m happy to do that for Ellie, then I’d rather be deskbound and getting my teeth into something I’m passionate about. Focus in on one issue, really get stuck into it, you know?’ Alex paused, waiting for his friend to respond, but Chase merely nodded wisely and carried on slicing fish. Alex knew the technique, he used it himself, silently waiting for the other person to fill in the gap. He guessed if Chase wanted him to continue he could do so.
    

    
     ‘So, I think where I am at the moment is stay in London, pop Ellie in a good school there, still get a nanny just to help a bit so I don’t go stir crazy, and find something, a project I can really get my teeth into. I’m juggling a couple of ideas at the moment. Maybe a book. Um… that’s an awful lot of fish you’re doing weird shit to.’
    

    
     ‘Preparing, I’m preparing. Not really weird shit. But OK, I’ve heard you. Sounds like a plan. A pretty good one. Now, Mr Ten Plans at a time, how do you feel about another one? An alternative to consider.’
    

    
     ‘Go on.’
    

    
     ‘OK, well, London’s great, some good schools. Cultural melting pot, lots of like-minded people, can always be busy. Or you could go the other way.’ Chase looked up from his prep. ‘And I’ve got another way that you might like.’
    

    
     It was Alex’s turn to stay silent and let Chase fill the gap. His friend smiled at him – they knew each other inside out.
    

    
     ‘Stay here. Now before you react, think. I mean it. Stay here. It’s not London, not by a long shot, but it’s damn heavenly. Ellie may not grow up going to violin lessons and freaky Japanese maths classes, she could just chill on the beach. When she’s not on the beach she can build dens in Penmenna woods, learn to surf, kayak, sail, and if that’s not her thing there’s the moors, vast open space to get lost in, horse riding.’
    

    
     ‘I don’t think getting lost is going win me over.’ Alex said, the teasing clear in his tone.
    

    
     ‘And I’ll tell you what else – if you were to stay here, we’ve got an amazing village school, you’ve got a network of… oh, hang on, that’s the door.’
    

    
     ‘Are you expecting someone?’
    

    
     ‘Well, I don’t want you to feel bombarded, but you have options, and to make sure everything is covered I’ve invited some friends over to answer any questions you may have. You’re going love them. One I think you may already know.’ Chase grinned so wide that it looked like his ears might fall off as he headed to answer the door. And Alex, for all his death-defying, alpha-male, action-hero ways, felt a teeny bit scared.
    

    
     He was right to be. For only a minute later a hazy memory from years gone by tripped through the door. She was accompanied by a smaller, dark-haired woman with a face that spoke of apple pie who, in turn, was followed by a man with curly dark hair and a great big smile on his face.
    

    
     ‘Darling, so good to see you again, it really has been years.’ Marion – he thought that was her name – enfolded him into an embrace and he was struck by the cloying nature of her scent. Ugh, that could really do with being taken down a notch. She was more heavily made up than he remembered, much blonder and very thin, her skin taut across her cheekbones, her clothes a little too tight. And with a lot of pattern.
    

    
     ‘It certainly has, how lovely to see you again.’ He avoided using her name, just in case. ‘Fancy you being here as well, I had no idea.’
    

    
     ‘Yes, we were so happy when Chase bought a house down here. Absolutely fabulous. Richard would love to see you again as well, Alex, but he’s away with work at the moment.’ She laughed a tinkly, slightly insincere laugh and it took him right back to university days, when he had visited Chase at Oxford and met his closest new friend, Richard, who had, if he recalled correctly, only just started dating this woman; she had been in her final year then whilst they were just freshmen and the age gap had seemed huge. At some point they had all gone away together, holidaying as a large gang at one of Hector’s many houses. It was a long time ago and the memories were very hazy but he knew he had found the laugh as off-putting then and couldn’t quite believe she and Richard were still together.
    

    
     The man accompanying them stretched out his hand.
    

    
     ‘Pleased to meet you, I’m Matt. I believe you already know my sister, Angelina. And this is Rosy, my partner.’ He said the last bit with pride, as those in the first flush of romance do, as if he couldn’t quite believe his
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