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      An endless world of blue stretched out below Darcy. The sandy seabed lay about ten metres beneath her and she smiled as she saw fish of every colour and size swimming lazily between the rocks and seaweed. Starfish and sunstars littered the seabed, and with the sun’s rays penetrating the water and gently caressing their outstretched arms, it was as if they were sunbathing on a tourist-filled beach. Giant stalks of seaweed moved and swayed gently as if they were trees caught in a breeze rather than the constant roll of the waves and the tide. There was something so tranquil and serene about this underwater vista, she could look at it for hours and never get bored.

      The fish didn’t have jobs to worry about or bills to pay and she was pretty sure that the starfish didn’t have parents to try to please – or, as in her case, constantly disappoint. Life continued here as it always did, an almost worry-free existence where the only dark cloud was when something bigger than you was looking for something to eat.

      As she bobbed on top of the waves, her head face down in the water, Darcy could pretend, just for a minute or two, that she was part of this world. A tiny fish in a big pond.

      She rolled onto her back and took a deep breath of salty, tangy sea air. The sun shone down on her, glinting off the droplets on her goggles. As the waves lapped over her fingers, she felt a sense of contentment fill her almost like a great sigh of relief. Although she had been in the town only a few hours, she knew that moving from London to White Cliff Bay was the best decision she had ever made.

      Her love for the sea had been with her as far back as she could remember, but it was here in White Cliff Bay on many childhood holidays staying with her aunt that her love had blossomed. Swimming in the sea every day, she spent her evenings reading every non-fiction book about the water and its wildlife she could get her hands on. Her aunt had taken her scuba diving when she was twelve, opening up a whole other world she had never known before. The sea was in her blood. Coming back here felt like coming home.

      A bark nearby disturbed her tranquil reverie and she moved so she was treading water, rather than floating, and looked around.

      Her beautiful black Labrador, Ben, had come back for her, clearly wondering why she was just floating there, staring at the sky rather than swimming. He shoved his wet nose in her face and, happy that she was OK, he turned and swam off in the direction of the island. Darcy laughed and swam after him.

      As Darcy reached the rocks surrounding Rose Island Lighthouse, Ben swam on ahead. He pulled himself out of the water, turned round and started barking at Darcy to hurry up. The sea birds nestled on the rocks took off in a grey cloud, squawking their annoyance at the evil, black dog. Ben clambered over the rocks, wagging his tail as he chased the last few birds away.

      ‘Leave them be,’ Darcy laughed as she climbed out onto the rocks beside him; she pulled him towards her and tugged playfully on his silky ears. He sat down on her so she could continue her stroking more thoroughly.

      ‘Oof! Ben, you are not a lap-sized dog. You do not fit on my lap. Do you think you’re a Chihuahua or something? You’re a Labrador and a fat one at that, get off,’ Darcy moaned, half-heartedly trying to push Ben off her. He continued to sit on her lap, wagging his tail in her face.

      Darcy pulled her goggles onto her forehead and looked over the golden-crested waves at the tiny town of White Cliff Bay. The late afternoon sun was just starting to make its descent, painting the sky a candyfloss pink. From her position on Rose Island, about three hundred yards out into the bay, she could see almost the whole town in all its glory. The quieter part of Silver Cove, where she now lived, the main shops and the hodgepodge of cute little houses that cascaded down the steep hills of the main town centre. She smiled. She knew she was going to be happy here. Despite her parents’ misgivings and looks of disapproval when she told them she was packing up all her worldly goods and travelling hundreds of miles from her home to take up a new job, she knew she had made the right decision. It didn’t matter that she didn’t completely know what her new job entailed or that she knew no one down here, this gorgeous little town was going to be a great new chapter in her life.

      Everything seemed slower here, more laid-back and relaxed; it felt cleaner, safer, but despite this her parents couldn’t understand why Darcy had wanted to leave London, with its high-powered jobs, multi-billion-pound companies, and the prestige of living and working in the capital. She didn’t want restaurants that stayed open until after midnight or the constant hum of traffic and voices that never seemed to stop, no matter what time of day it was. Since she had lost her perfect job a few years before, and moved back to London with her dreams in tatters, she had felt almost claustrophobic, as if the buildings were too close. She had been a face in the crowd that no one cared about. The city had slowly chipped away at her soul until she was no more than another suited drone heading off to work every day. Here it felt like she could finally breathe again.

      Part of the problem with her relocation had been her choice of White Cliff Bay itself. A place that was entirely to blame, at least as far as her parents were concerned, for her aunt’s spectacular drop-out from society. Aunt Ginny had been a highly paid solicitor in the City until she had sold her house, bought an old-fashioned horse-drawn gypsy caravan to live in, and spent the rest of her life living off the sale of the odd painting and homemade jars of jam and apple sauce. She had always been spoken about in hushed tones, if she was spoken about at all, and Darcy strongly suspected she was going to end up that way too. She couldn’t help smiling at the thought.

      She leaned back to look at the lighthouse, the sun glinting off the glass at the top. It was a beautiful, old building, painted in traditional red and white colours, with the multi-faceted lantern at the top. She had always enjoyed swimming in the sea, but this had to be the most picturesque swim she had done in a long time. The lighthouse had been deserted for many years; certainly when she had swum round the island as a child no one had ever lived there. New-fangled technology meant the days of the lighthouse keeper were a thing of the past. So her heart leapt from shock when her eyes cast down the tall tower and she saw a man standing at one of the windows watching her and Ben.

      He was wearing a faded blue crumpled shirt hanging loose over dark jeans. His black hair was equally messy in an unkempt just-got-out-bed look. The man’s tanned arms were folded angrily over his chest. Easily reaching the top of the leaded windows that were flung open either side, the man’s height seemed to add to the anger he was projecting. She supposed he was quite good looking, if you liked the tall, dark, mean and moody type.

      Darcy suddenly became aware of the first impression she was making on him. In her tight, show-every-lump-and-bump wetsuit, with her long red hair matted against her head and today’s make-up smeared across her face like a Picasso painting gone wrong, she was a sight to behold. She stood up, tipping Ben off her lap as she did so, then belatedly realised she was showing her body in its full glory; at least sitting down Ben had been covering her modesty.

      ‘Great. What a brilliant view of my wobbly bits he’s getting right now,’ Darcy muttered, sucking in her belly and wringing out her hair.

      The man started shouting at her. Gesturing with his hands, he pointed at the sea, then her and then Ben. Whatever he was yelling – furiously, it would seem – was lost in the sound of the wind and the waves crashing against the rocks.

      ‘Hi, nice to meet you, would you like to come in for a cup of hot chocolate and some great sex?’ Darcy mumbled under her breath. ‘I’m sure that’s what he’s saying. That and: Great body, by the way. No one looks good in a wetsuit but somehow you manage to pull it off. How about that great sex?’

      Mystery Man continued to shout and then, getting frustrated at not being heard, he left the window, no doubt on his way downstairs to yell at her face to face.

      ‘Time to go, Ben,’ Darcy said, climbing down the rocks. She turned to make sure Ben got down OK. As Ben drew level with her, she took one last look at the lighthouse to see that Mystery Man had arrived at the door, still shouting. She pulled her goggles over her eyes and dived into the sea. The water closed in over her head and seconds later she felt Ben beside her. Darcy surfaced about ten metres from the rocks and looked back at Mystery Man, who was continuing to yell at her from the shore.

      ‘Sorry, can’t hear you,’ Darcy shouted and then, confident he couldn’t possibly hear her, she added, ‘But I’ll be back soon for that great sex.’

      Mystery Man looked momentarily confused and stopped shouting for a second before continuing his tirade. Darcy turned and swam back to the shore.

      As she clambered out onto the beach, she looked back across the bay to the lighthouse. He was still standing there watching her. She grabbed the bag she had left by some rocks, pulled out a towel, patted herself dry. Dragging her T-shirt over her wetsuit, she then pulled another towel out to dry Ben. As she flipped Ben over onto his back to dry his belly, Ben’s favourite bit to have dried, she could still feel Mystery Man’s eyes on her. She stood up and, sure enough, he was still standing there, as the waves crashed theatrically onto the rocks around him.

      She turned away and looked down at her wetsuit and sighed. It wasn’t the greatest first impression. She had inadvertently done something to upset him too, and that certainly hadn’t been her intention.

      She walked back to Sea View Court, the old house at the end of the beach that had been converted into four flats.

      She let herself in and Ben ran on ahead of her, but she stopped suddenly when she heard a noise from the flat opposite hers.

      She had briefly seen her new neighbours when she’d been unpacking the last of her belongings from her car earlier that day. A young married couple, they had introduced themselves as Libby and George, but Libby had seemed so tearful that George had quickly ushered her into their flat and closed the door behind them.

      She listened now and heard a crash, as if something had been thrown and smashed. It was quickly followed by a loud thud and a cry of pain. She heard George shout something and then another thud, and another moan from Libby that made Darcy’s heart crash into her stomach.

      God, he was beating her up. She felt sick. As another wail of pain resounded from the flat, she marched straight up to the door and banged on it with her fist. The door flew open under her weight and she stormed in.

      She froze at what she saw. Libby and George were stark naked and she was clinging to him, her arms and legs wrapped around him as he made love to her against the wall of their flat. Her head was thrown back in obvious ecstasy as he kissed her breasts.

      Shit. She couldn’t have got it more wrong.

      They hadn’t noticed her yet, too wrapped up in each other to be aware of anything else. She could just sneak out and they would be none the wiser. But, as she took a step back towards the door, Ben burst in and before she could grab him he launched himself at George’s bare backside, shoving his wet, cold nose up where the sun didn’t shine.

      George let out a scream of shock and looked around to see what it was that had attacked him so inappropriately. If Darcy had thought she could get away without being seen, she’d been sorely mistaken, as first George’s eyes then Libby’s found hers.

      For the longest moment, nobody moved or said anything, George still pinning Libby to the wall with his weight. There was only one way to get out of this with any shred of dignity left intact. Darcy was going to have to brazen this out.

      ‘I just came round to borrow some sugar. I probably have some somewhere in one of the many boxes but I thought you might have some . . . I can see this isn’t the best time.’ This was a terrible excuse and they all knew it. Libby stifled a giggle as she buried her face in her husband’s neck. ‘The door just came open when I knocked on it. I’m not a pervert or anything.’ Her feet frozen to the ground seemed to contradict that statement, as she continued to stare at them in horror. Oh God, what was she doing? She should have just apologised and left, grabbing her perverted dog on the way out.

      George didn’t say anything. Probably wondering why she was still standing there. She was wondering that herself.

      ‘Erm . . . There’s sugar in the kitchen if you want to help yourself. I, erm . . . have my hands full or I’d get it for you myself,’ George said, as Libby’s giggling went up an octave.

      ‘Right, well. Maybe I’ll pop by later and get it if I don’t find my own before then. Carry on. I mean . . .’ She gestured lamely to the door and George nodded numbly.

      She grabbed Ben by the collar and walked out, quickly closing the door on Libby’s laughter a moment later.

      Wow. She was really going all out to make a good impression on the residents of White Cliff Bay today.

      She scurried back to her own flat, to see she had a text from her best friend Carmel.

      How’s it going? You unpacked yet? Have you found the kettle? Are there any hot single men?

      Darcy smiled. Carmel had married her childhood sweetheart and though she was blissfully happy she always said she’d missed out on the dating scene and had to live her life vicariously through Darcy.

      She considered carefully how to answer. Was Mystery Man hot? Of course he was, anyone could see that, but he certainly wasn’t worth mentioning when he was obviously a grumpy hermit.

      She opened up a new text to reply.

      Haven’t found the kettle, though I haven’t looked. Just been for a swim. It’s so pretty here. No hot single men. Though I did just see a man naked.

      The reply was instant.

      WHAT?? Was he fit? Did you see his willy? Why was he naked? Have you moved to a nudist beach? I want pictures!!

      Darcy laughed.

      Sadly it’s not a nudist beach. I just walked in on my neighbours having sex. Very embarrassing.

      The phone beeped back at her almost immediately.

      Hahahaha, only you Darcy, only you.

      She smiled and put the phone down. She had some unpacking to do.
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      There was a knock on her door a while later, just as Darcy was hanging a large photo of a beautiful hammerhead shark on her wall.

      She went to answer it, only to find Libby standing on her doorstep with a bunch of flowers in one hand and a bag of sugar in the other.

      Darcy blushed and laughed, stepping back to let her in. ‘Can I get you a . . . tea?’ She looked around hopelessly at all the boxes, one of which housed the kettle and another that probably held the coffee and teabags. ‘Or a glass of juice?’

      Libby smiled. ‘Juice would be great.’

      Darcy moved to the kitchen and Libby followed her. Darcy really did owe her an explanation for earlier.

      ‘I’m so sorry about before. I thought George was beating you up. I heard thuds and groans and, coupled with seeing you so upset earlier, I jumped to the wrong conclusion.’

      Libby’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. ‘Is that why you came bursting in? Ha. George hasn’t got a mean bone in his body. I was upset before because . . . Well, I’m pregnant and everything is making me cry lately. Yesterday George bought some fresh bread from the shops because I wanted beans on toast and I wailed for over half an hour because he’d brought the wrong type of bread.’

      Darcy laughed. ‘Oh no. How does George cope with all the tears?’

      ‘He’s amazing. I married my best friend and when I cry he just holds me until the tears pass. I’m sure the tears must be so frustrating for him, but he seems to have endless patience for it all. I really am incredibly lucky. Do you have a boyfriend, Darcy?’

      Darcy shook her head. ‘No, the last few men I dated were from work, and when the jobs came to an end, the relationships seemed to as well.’

      ‘Well, there are lots of lovely men who live in White Cliff Bay. Are you staying here long?’

      Darcy noticed Libby looking hungrily at a packet of doughnuts she had bought from the shops that morning. She offered her the packet and Libby gratefully took one.

      ‘I have a new job down here, so I hope I’ll be staying for a long time.’

      ‘Oh how lovely, what is it you’ll be doing?’ Libby asked, through a mouthful of doughnut.

      ‘I’ll be working for the local council. The office is in Apple Hill but it covers the areas of White Cliff Bay and Port Cardinal too. You’re looking at the new Community Development Liaison Manager,’ Darcy said, proudly.

      ‘Ooh, that sounds like a fancy title, what does that involve?’

      Darcy hesitated for a moment. ‘Honestly, I have no idea. The job description was very woolly. I somehow bluffed my way through the whole interview and miraculously got offered the job. I know it’s something about working with the community on new local projects. I’m very excited. I love meeting new people, so it sounded right up my street.’

      She’d told anyone who would listen how excited she was about her new job. It wasn’t true, but if she kept repeating it then she hoped she would start to believe it.

      ‘Sounds fab. When do you start?’

      ‘Ten days. A week on Monday.’ Darcy poured out two glasses of juice.

      ‘And was it just the job that brought you to White Cliff Bay or do you have friends down here?’

      Darcy paused as she thought about how to answer that. She could at least partly tell the truth.

      ‘It was the sea, mainly. I love it. I used to be a marine biologist and though that chapter of my life is over, I still want to be by the sea. I used to holiday in White Cliff Bay as a child and I always wanted to live down here. Life seems to have held me back from fulfilling my dreams, but I’m here now.’

      Libby cocked her head slightly as if she knew Darcy wasn’t telling the whole story.

      Darcy sighed. ‘My parents are . . . difficult. When I lost my last job, I ended up living with them while I was searching for a new job. It was hell. The looks of disappointment, the little comments about how I’d let them down. I couldn’t bear it. They’ve been like it all my life but I’ve always put up with it before. My aunt Ginny died recently and I came down here to sort out her stuff.’ She paused, not sure why she was telling Libby all of this when they’d only just met, but the story was half out now. She pulled the locket she was wearing over her head. It was antique silver and the front was decorated with beads of sea glass. ‘This was in a box with my name on it.’

      She passed it to Libby and watched as she opened it and read the inscription that she knew off by heart:

      Don’t let anyone tell you your dreams aren’t good enough.

      Libby smiled and passed it back.

      ‘I don’t know whether she had it specially made for me or just found it and thought of me, but I knew she was right. I’d been letting my parents dictate my life for far too long. Living down here had always been a dream that I’d convinced myself would never happen. So I made sure it did. I found a job and . . . here I am.’

      ‘Well, the people of the town are very friendly, I’m sure they will make you very welcome,’ Libby said, finishing off the doughnut and licking her fingers. ‘We’ll take you to the pub tonight, introduce you to some of the locals.’

      ‘That would be great, thank you. I’ve only met a few people so far and I didn’t exactly make the greatest impression on the lighthouse keeper.’

      ‘Riley Eddison? You met him?’ Libby took the proffered juice and followed Darcy into the lounge. Darcy threw herself down on the sofa and tiny motes of dust flew up and sparkled in the light of the late evening sun.

      ‘I swam out to Rose Island. I had no idea anyone lived in the lighthouse. Let’s say the welcome was not a warm one.’

      Libby sat next to her, resting her hand protectively over her tiny bump. ‘Riley’s a funny one. He’s been here about six months, moved into the lighthouse just after Christmas. He’s American and the women seem to love his accent. Whenever Riley comes into town he’s like the Pied Piper with the women that follow him around, though none of them get anywhere with him. He’s terribly polite, has gorgeous manners, but keeps himself to himself. He comes to the Bubble and Froth sometimes, sits in the corner with his dog and doesn’t really talk to anyone. He’s never rude but not exactly friendly either. George rescued Riley earlier this year when he slipped on the rocks around the lighthouse, knocked himself unconscious and fell into the sea.’

      ‘Oh God,’ Darcy gasped.

      ‘He was fine. Luckily the lifeboat crew were nearby on a training exercise and George saw the whole thing happen and they were able to get to him in record time. He gave a hefty donation to the lifeboat station after that. He is Suzanna’s grandson, the lady from the chemist. She’s fab but she tells it like it is, no beating around the bush, though she keeps her cards very close to her chest about Riley. He was in the local paper a month or so ago after he rescued a stray puppy from the sea, who he then adopted. You could tell from the photo that the last thing he wanted was the attention, whereas Suzanna couldn’t have been prouder.’

      ‘So he has a soft side?’

      Libby pulled a face as she sipped her juice. ‘I wouldn’t say soft, but some of his edges are perhaps not as hard as he would like people to believe. So you two didn’t hit it off?’

      ‘Well, he came out of his lighthouse and started shouting at me, so . . .’

      ‘I’ve never seen him lose his temper before. He may be very quiet, but he’s definitely not the angry, nasty type. What on earth did you do?’

      That didn’t fill Darcy with a good feeling. Five minutes in the town and she had pissed off a man who never got angry. ‘I don’t know. I just swam out to the lighthouse, climbed up on the rocks for a rest and the next thing he appears, waving his arms in the air like a madman.’

      ‘Oh, I wonder if he was scared you might hurt yourself on the rocks. After his fall, he had steps built into the rocks round the back where he keeps his boat so it’s safer for him and any visitors to traverse the rocks to the door.’

      Had that been it? He was concerned for her safety?

      ‘I feel really sorry for him, actually. He must have spent thousands doing up the inside of the lighthouse with all the new furniture I’ve seen being delivered over there. There were builders and decorators coming and going for months when he first moved in. Anyway rumour has it, two days after the final lick of paint had dried, he was served with some kind of compulsory eviction notice. Rose Island Lighthouse is to be pulled down – a new, more modern lighthouse has just been built a few hundred yards up the coast on Dagger’s Point. At the moment he is refusing to leave, but he has very little choice.’

      ‘That’s terrible, they can’t kick him out of his home.’

      ‘Apparently, they can. I don’t know all the ins and outs of it, but he has been told he has to leave. Oh, maybe he thought you were one of the people trying to evict him.’

      ‘Unlikely when I turned up in a wetsuit and with a fat dog in tow.’

      Libby nodded to concede this, as she glanced over at Ben lying upside down and snoring loudly on the opposite sofa.

      ‘Well, you’ll just have to go back and ask him,’ Libby smiled, mischievously.

      ‘Maybe I should just leave him be. If me being there upsets him so much, then maybe I should just find somewhere else to swim.’

      ‘Maybe you should go back and show him that he can’t boss you around.’

      Darcy laughed. ‘Are you trying to set me up with him?’

      Libby shrugged as she stood up. ‘I’m a romance writer. I want everyone to find their happy-ever-afters, just like me and George. Anyway, I’ll leave you to unpack. We’ll pick you up at seven and take you to the pub then.’

      Darcy nodded.

      As the door closed behind Libby, Darcy glanced over Silver Cove to Rose Island Lighthouse.

      Maybe she would go back and apologise for any misunderstanding. Then she shook her head. Maybe she really should just leave well alone.
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      There was a knock on her door later that night. Darcy blushed again when she opened it and saw George on the other side, knowing the last time she had seen him, he’d been stark naked.

      ‘I’m sorry about earlier . . .’

      ‘Ah, don’t worry about it, Libby told me why you burst in. It’s nice to know you were looking out for her. We’ll just pretend it never happened and we’ll say no more about it. I certainly don’t want you to feel embarrassed or awkward every time you see me when you were just doing the right thing.’

      ‘OK, thanks.’ Darcy smiled with relief at how well he seemed to be taking it. She had spent her whole life trying to do the right thing and ended up careening from one disaster to the next.

      Just then Libby came running out of their flat. ‘Sorry, needed to pee. This baby spends most of his time leaning on my bladder.’

      If George was embarrassed by his wife talking about her toilet issues, he didn’t show it. Instead he took her in his arms and kissed her forehead as if he had missed her in the five minutes she had been gone.

      Libby linked arms with Darcy and, taking George in her other hand, escorted her down the stairs that led from the flats out onto the street.

      ‘You’ll love the Bubble and Froth. It’s quiz night tonight, so you can be on our team. What’s your area of expertise?’ Libby said, as they walked like characters in the Wizard of Oz, arm in arm towards the pub.

      ‘Erm . . . I’m not really good at anything.’

      ‘Everyone has something they are good at. George loves silly facts about the Second World War and he is really good at capital cities. He also has a love of musicals and old films, and I’m good at books and authors. You must be the fount of knowledge in at least one area.’

      ‘Sharks.’

      ‘Sharks?’ Libby stared at her incredulously.

      Darcy shrugged. ‘Yeah. It turns out I’m quite the expert.’

      ‘Well, normally the questions are about films or TV or music. Not so much about sharks. There’s some general knowledge mixed in there, too. We might get lucky with a question about sharks that no one else will know the answer to.’

      ‘There was that question about crustaceans last week, do you know anything about them?’ George asked, encouragingly.

      ‘I know quite a bit about all sea life, actually. I used to be a marine biologist, so maybe I might be of some use to you after all.’

      ‘There you go, you’ll be our secret weapon,’ George said.

      Darcy looked out over the sea at Rose Island Lighthouse, as the beam lit up the early evening sky. ‘Does Riley take part in the pub quiz?’

      ‘Ah, you have a little soft spot for our American friend, do you?’ George said. ‘I wouldn’t get your hopes up, he doesn’t seem to be interested in any of the women in the town. And no, he’s not really the taking part sort. He just sits there and reads his book. There was once a question about American presidents and he whispered the answer to me, but other than that he’s definitely not a team player. He probably won’t even be there tonight. He does tend to avoid quiz night or karaoke nights. They’re not really his scene.’

      Darcy felt her heart sink a little bit and she didn’t know why. He was nice looking but quite angry and she didn’t really go for the strong, silent type. She was more interested in fun-loving types. But there was something about Riley that intrigued her; she was mostly wondering what he was doing living out in the lighthouse all alone and why he was so against visitors.

      Libby pushed the door open, and the warmth and bustle of the pub greeted them.

      Darcy held her breath, waiting for the curious or hostile looks from the locals, who might wonder who the stranger was that was trying to breach their midst. But although a few people glanced her way, they were all friendly and smiley.

      ‘What would you like to drink, Darcy?’ George asked.

      ‘Oh no, let me buy you guys a drink to apologise for . . .’ She trailed off as George shook his head.

      ‘We said we weren’t going to mention that again. We have to buy you a drink to welcome you to the town.’

      ‘Oh, OK, I’ll have a cider, please.’

      George disappeared into the crowd.

      Libby watched him go with a smile and then turned back to face her. ‘I’ll introduce you to Amy when she appears, you’ll like her. Oh, look who’s here!’ Libby nodded over her head as the door opened up behind Darcy.

      Darcy turned round. As Riley stepped into the pub, Libby gave Darcy a firm shove from behind, propelling her straight into Riley’s hard chest.

      He steadied her with a hand to her waist. Up close, he was tall. At five foot eight, she always towered over everyone else but he was several inches taller than her. He had the most amazing smell, sort of sweet like toffee apples, but there was a dark smoky scent to him too. She looked up into the greenest eyes she had ever seen, shadowed by the black cowboy hat he was wearing.

      He touched the rim of his hat, as he looked down at her with concern. ‘Ma’am, are you OK?’

      She straightened. ‘I’m so sorry. I . . . lost my balance.’

      His eyes didn’t leave her face, studying her as if trying to place who she was. She quickly looked down before he recognised her.

      Tucked under one arm was a small dog that was all straggly fur and seemingly no eyes, the fur was so long. Its whole body shook, as its oversized tail wagged furiously. Darcy smiled and reached out a hand to stroke its head. The wagging increased significantly.

      ‘What’s his name?’

      ‘It’s a girl. Her name is Kelpie.’

      He had the most incredible southern American accent, soft but raspy. No wonder the women of the town went mad for it. It was sexy as hell.

      She looked back up at him. ‘A water spirit?’

      ‘It seemed fitting, though I did wonder whether the woman who turned up on my island today might also be a kelpie.’

      Darcy blushed. He did recognise her.

      ‘Kelpies are Scottish and there aren’t many female kelpies in folklore. They tend to be men or horses. Maybe she was a mermaid.’

      His mouth tugged up into a half smile. ‘Or a siren.’

      Darcy didn’t know whether to be flattered by the association with the incredibly beautiful women or hurt by the fact that sirens were known to lure men to their deaths. Riley knew nothing about her and had already decided she was a woman to be avoided at all costs.

      But then she had been shouting about great sex when she last saw him which, knowing her luck, he’d probably heard, and she had just thrown herself at him, albeit inadvertently, within seconds of him walking into the pub. He was probably lumping her in with all the other women in the town that followed him around and came up to him to stroke his cute puppy. She was a walking cliché.

      She stepped back, suddenly embarrassed, but he gently snagged her arm as she moved to walk away.

      ‘Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you not to swim out to my island again.’

      God, he really didn’t want to see her again.

      As the locket moved around her neck, she suddenly felt angry that her first day of following her dreams was ending on a sour note, thanks to him. Everything was supposed to be perfect and he was ruining that.

      ‘I don’t think you have any right to stop me swimming out to a bunch of rocks. If I want to keep swimming out there, I will,’ she snapped.

      She knew she was being belligerent, and for no real reason except Libby was right: she wasn’t going to be bossed around.

      His eyes hardened. That clearly wasn’t the response he was expecting.

      ‘The island is private property and if you go there after I have explicitly told you not to that would be trespassing and as such would be illegal,’ Riley said, his voice low and angry.

      She didn’t know whether he was telling the truth or not about the island, but she knew she had to find out before she argued her case any more.

      ‘We’ll see,’ Darcy muttered, keen to get away from him now.

      He let her arm go but continued to stare at her as she moved quickly to the table where George and Libby were sitting, both smiling inanely at her.

      ‘Please don’t do that again,’ Darcy said to Libby as she sat down and took a big glug of cider.

      ‘What happened?’ Libby said, unable to suppress her smile at her little bit of matchmaking.

      ‘Well, they say first impressions last. Mine was obviously a startling one.’ She watched Riley as he moved to get a drink. ‘He told me in no uncertain terms that I’m not to go out to his island again. Pompous ass. He thinks I’m some sort of femme fatale ready to pounce on unsuspecting men . . .’ She trailed off as he sat down in a nearby booth, preventing any more discussion of him.

      After a few minutes Libby whispered in her ear. ‘Well, you’ve certainly made some kind of impression, he hasn’t taken his eyes off you.’

      The pub quiz started, but Darcy couldn’t concentrate. Although she refused to look at him, she could feel him staring at her. And, despite his request, she found herself plotting reasons to go out to the lighthouse again the next day.
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      The pub was slowly emptying and Darcy couldn’t help but smile as several people came over to say goodbye to her. It had been a great night and she had made some lovely friends. On their team had been George’s friend Big Dave and his wife Kat, Giselle who lived above George’s flat and her boyfriend Noah, and Amy, Libby’s friend who worked in the pub. Darcy hadn’t stopped laughing all night, as she chatted to them all.

      As luck would have it, the pub quiz that night was raising money for the new aquarium that was opening in the town and as such there had been two sea-themed rounds which Darcy had sailed through with flying colours. It had piqued people’s attention when Libby had cheered after getting each question right and after the quiz had finished several people had come to talk to Darcy to find out why she knew so much about the sea. She felt a real sense of contentment here; all the worries and doubts she’d had before she arrived had just gone away.

      Although the evening hadn’t been all sunshine and roses. Riley hadn’t stopped looking over at her. Every single time she looked in his direction, her eyes met his. It was unnerving but oddly thrilling at the same time. She glanced over at him now and he looked up from his book almost as if he could feel her stare. There was something so enticing about him: his unwavering, calm green eyes framed with dark, long lashes. He had removed his cowboy hat and his black hair still retained that messy unkempt look. Darcy found herself wanting to run her fingers through it. His arms were strong, muscular under his crumpled shirt. Her eyes cast down to his lap where he was stroking a sleeping Kelpie, who was curled up on his large thighs with a smug smile on her face. Was it wrong that she suddenly wanted to trade places with that puppy? But despite the fact that she was attracted to him, she was annoyed by him and didn’t know why. His staring rattled her and he hadn’t said a single word to her for the rest of the evening.

      Maggie, one of the women she had chatted to that night, came over to say goodbye and Darcy dragged her eyes away from Riley.

      ‘Darcy, it was lovely meeting you. You’ll have to come over for dinner one night. My son, Ryan, would talk to you all night about sharks. It’s the only thing he is interested in. He is such a closed-off child, doesn’t play with other children, has no idea how to engage with them, he doesn’t really talk to anyone unless it’s about sharks. He follows me around the house telling me all the shark facts. It would be lovely for him to talk to someone who has the same passion as him.’

      ‘I’d love that. Once I get talking about sharks, I can’t stop either. Here, let me give you my number, let’s make a date. We could do next week sometime. I don’t start work until the week after so I have some time on my hands. Once I’ve finished all my unpacking, that is.’

      Riley stood up, scooped a sleepy Kelpie into his arms and put his hat back on. As Darcy put her number into Maggie’s phone, he walked past them without giving her another glance. While Maggie tried to work out how to save Darcy’s number, Darcy looked over her shoulder to watch Riley leave. He opened the door and glanced over at her just for a second and she felt a kick of desire slam into her stomach, something she had never felt before with the men she had dated.

      A second later he was gone and the warm sea air surrounded her, mingled with his sweet, smoky scent.

      She turned back to Maggie, who was smiling at her mischievously. ‘He is easy on the eye, isn’t he? But I’d try to forget about him, if I were you. He isn’t interested in any women from the town. From what I can gather, he was hurt in the past and he doesn’t want to risk his heart again.’

      Darcy glanced out the window as he walked away along the beach. Forgetting him was not going to be easy.
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      Saturday morning arrived, promising another hot day. The night had been hot too, and Darcy had found herself sleeping naked for the first time that year. The morning was already warm and muggy. They needed a good storm to freshen the place up, but as the cornflower-blue sky was cloudless, it didn’t look like that would happen any time soon.

      Darcy washed and dressed and decided a walk into town was in order. She needed to get to know more people. In her job as Community Development Liaison Manager she would be working alongside these wonderful people and she wanted to know what made them tick, their loves and hates, things that could possibly improve the town. She had no idea what her job would entail but surely more knowledge of the town and its people would only be a good thing. With just over a week to go until she started her job, now seemed the perfect time to get to know the residents of the town.

      She stepped out onto the street and looked down the beach. She knew the main part of the town was to the left and over the headland, but she wondered if there was anything to the right. Past the rocky outcrop that jutted out into the sea was a large, mostly glass building that looked almost alien, as it nestled into the hillside. Large peaks rose and fell around the building, which looked like an oversized glass crown. Whoever had designed it had decided that trying to create a building in keeping with the landscape was not something worth doing. It looked new but not yet in use, as there were a few JCBs and other heavy construction machinery parked outside.

      As there didn’t seem to be any other building or any life at all down that side of the beach, she turned and walked over the headland towards the main town.

      She recognised Seb, the landlord of the pub, walking on the beach with his dog Jack and she waved at him. There was no sign of Riley and Kelpie, and Darcy didn’t know whether to be relieved or secretly disappointed by that fact.

      As shops and pubs started appearing and more people were lining the streets, Darcy couldn’t help but smile at the cute little town, where everyone seemed to know everyone else. There were no chain stores here, every shop seemed to be individual – privately owned places with quirky names like Emily’s Emporium, which seemed to be the local supermarket, and Iced Dreams, which sold ice cream in every flavour. Sugar and Spice was the local bakery.

      There was a wooden furniture shop that proudly boasted in gold curly writing on a huge polished piece of wood that it was the White Cliff Bay Furniture Company. She knew this company, knew they had a big factory in the town and that their pieces were much sought after the world over.

      Darcy loved handmade pieces of furniture, even though she doubted she could afford the high price tag that came with them, but there was something so charming about seeing the finished pieces. Pushing open the door to the small shop and stepping inside, she inhaled the rich smells of wood and varnish. The shop had two other customers browsing, but it was mostly empty.

      There were chairs, chests, drawers, tables and even a wonderful love seat – two chairs curving beautifully round each other in an ‘S’ shape, as it stood gleaming in the window. She laid her hand on the smooth wood and ran it over the curves of the chair.

      ‘Darcy, hello.’

      Darcy turned round and realised that Maggie was working behind the counter.

      ‘Hello, I didn’t know you worked here.’

      ‘Just two days a week. I had a baby in January, so I’m just dipping my toe back into the working world again. It’s nice to get out of the house sometimes, though I do miss the little tyke.’

      ‘This place is beautiful. I’d buy everything in the shop, if I could.’

      ‘Well, then, you’d certainly be Edward Stratton’s favourite person. He’s the CEO of the White Cliff Bay Furniture Company. Is there anything in particular I can help you with?’

      ‘To be honest, I don’t think I can afford any of this, almost every penny I had was spent on the rent and deposit for my flat. I have enough left over for food and bills for the next few weeks but certainly not enough money for any of these wonderful pieces. I just came in to be nosy.’

      Maggie grinned. ‘That’s no problem. Most people do that. I see you’re admiring the love seat.’

      Darcy turned to look at it again. ‘It’s beautiful.’

      ‘That’s one of Henry’s pieces. He’s new to the town and has brought a whole load of imagination and skill with him. He’s dating Penny, one of my best friends, and she couldn’t be prouder of him. Why don’t you sit down in it, give it a go?’

      Darcy did as she was told. The seat had cushions wrapped around the back and it was big enough to curl up in. It was incredibly comfortable and she knew she could spend hours sitting in it. She stretched her hand over to the chair that was facing her. She imagined doing that with her husband one day, both of them holding hands over the divide as they read their own books.

      ‘You look right at home there,’ Maggie laughed. ‘It’s funny, but your friend Riley Eddison was just in here admiring that love seat too. Though he sat in the other half.’

      Darcy found herself snatching back her hand from the other side and Maggie laughed.

      ‘Hardly my friend. Grumpy sod made it very clear that I wasn’t welcome on his island. Obviously thinks I’m going to damage his precious lighthouse. It’s not like I pitched up there yesterday with a wrecking ball ready to pull the place down myself.’

      ‘Oh, that poor man,’ said a nearby lady, her silver hair in a neat bob. She looked to be in her mid-sixties and had obviously been listening in to their conversation. ‘I can’t imagine how heartbreaking it must be for him to lose his home like that. Especially when it has belonged to his family for over a hundred years.’

      Darcy immediately felt guilty for her offhand comment.

      Maggie smiled. ‘This is Verity Donaldson, George’s mum. Verity, this is Darcy, she just moved to the town yesterday.’

      ‘I know all about you. I used to be friends with your aunt Ginny.’

      ‘You knew her?’

      Verity plonked herself down in the opposite half of the love seat as Maggie walked back behind the counter. ‘Oh, yes. In fact, there were quite a few times that you and my George played together on the beach when you were very little. Small world how you’ve ended up living next to him now – it’s funny how things turn out.’

      ‘Seriously? I used to play with George when I was a child? How funny. I don’t remember that at all. I remember playing on the beach and swimming in the sea, but no curly-haired little boys. And you and Ginny were friends?’

      ‘Well, sort of. She liked to keep to herself. I know several of the other ladies used to invite her out or round for dinner, myself included, and she always declined. I used to go round to her caravan for tea and cake. She made the most amazing chocolate brownies. But our conversations never really ran deep. I do know she adored you and your brother.’

      Darcy winced. ‘We were so close when I was growing up. I stayed in touch with her, phoned her once a month, visited when I could, but life just got in the way. I regret that I didn’t see her as much as I should have over the last few years.’

      ‘You had your own life to lead and Ginny would have wanted that for you. You were studying marine biology at the University of Edinburgh for several years. It’s a long way to come for a visit. But she couldn’t have been prouder of you for following your dreams.’

      Darcy sighed. Look how that had turned out.

      Verity looked out the front window and Darcy followed her gaze to the Rose Island Lighthouse peeping between the shops and houses.

      ‘Ginny loved the lighthouse. Every single one of her paintings had the lighthouse in it. Big, almost cartoon-like paintings with bright colours. She must have done a hundred or more of the town, with the tiny shops and houses, the bright blue sea and golden sands, and right smack bang in the middle was the red-and-white-striped lighthouse. The tourists loved them. The town even commissioned several of them to be postcards. Ginny would be so upset to see the lighthouse pulled down after all these years. I think we will all be sad to see it go. My Bill proposed to me out there. After Riley’s dad left, the key to the lighthouse was left under a big rock right outside the door. No one was supposed to know but most of the town did. Bill rowed me out there one moonlit night, took me inside and in one of the rooms he’d lit hundreds of candles. Of course back then the place was no more than a shell. All of Riley’s family’s possessions had been stripped out by then. But it didn’t matter. Looking out the windows at the moonlight and the sea, stretching out for miles in all directions, in that room filled with hundreds of flickering candles, Bill asked me to marry him, and of course I said yes. It kind of became the place where everyone proposed to their girlfriends. I imagine those walls have seen more than a hundred proposals over the years. The lighthouse is a part of the town, in more ways than anyone can imagine.’

      ‘Then we have to do something to save it,’ Darcy said, suddenly galvanised into action.

      ‘We’re trying,’ Verity said.

      ‘There must be appeals we can make. They can’t just pull it down.’

      ‘As far as I know, Riley has tried all of that.’

      ‘A petition, then. Would people in the town sign one?’

      ‘You’d get the signature of every single person in the town, but I can’t see it doing any good.’

      ‘Well, we can apply for the lighthouse to be listed; no one can touch it if it’s protected.’

      ‘It’s not old enough for that, surely,’ Maggie said, re-joining them with a tray filled with three mugs of tea. Darcy took two, and handed one to Verity. Maggie grabbed a rocking chair and pulled it up to join the impromptu meeting. ‘Aren’t listed buildings normally hundreds of years old?’ She looked over at a tiny old man who was admiring a rocking horse. ‘Charles, how old is the lighthouse?’

      ‘A hundred and forty-one years old,’ Charles said, and Darcy smiled as he ambled over to them. He almost looked old enough to remember the lighthouse being built.

      Darcy stood up to allow the man to sit down and grabbed a stool for herself.

      ‘Exactly,’ Maggie said. ‘That’s not old enough.’

      ‘That’s not true,’ Darcy said. ‘Age plays a big part in whether a building gets listed, but there are lots of other factors too. Whether there is something special and unique about the building, especially with regards to how it was built. Historic importance or significance, for example if it played a part in the war somehow – that might help our case. I can look into it. It’s very simple to apply for a building to be listed. And we should hear back very quickly too. What else have you guys tried doing?’

      ‘There’s a meeting next weekend. I know Suzanna is in charge of it. She’s trying to raise money to hire a solicitor, I think, someone who will fight our case for us.’

      ‘That’s good. What about press attention?’ Darcy asked.

      ‘There have been several stories in the local papers about it,’ Charles said.

      ‘What about the national press? They would love a story like this to get behind. Especially with all the proposals that have been made there. We could bill it as the most romantic place in England. The papers would lap it up. I have a friend who works for one of the big papers in London. I could see if she would be interested in running the story.’

      They all nodded keenly.

      There was the beginning of a plan. If the lighthouse had meant so much to Aunt Ginny, then Darcy wanted to do everything she could to save it.
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      Darcy walked back along the beach towards the block of flats. She’d popped into a few other shops and got a few things to eat, but she wanted to get back and carry on with the unpacking.

      She felt positive about her first trip into town, meeting some more locals but also contributing to the fight to save the lighthouse. Her phone rang in her bag and she dug it out, smiling when she saw it was her brother, Toby.

      ‘Hey, Cheese Feet!’ Darcy answered the phone, falling into their normal pattern of conversation, trying to find unusual ways to insult each other.

      ‘Hey, Fart Breath!’

      ‘Fart Breath?’ Darcy laughed. That one was a new low. ‘I think you win that round. Saved anyone’s life today?’

      ‘I’ve just come out of a very important surgery, actually.’

      ‘What was it, heart bypass, brain surgery?’

      ‘Close. I was removing a mole on someone’s bum.’

      Darcy laughed again. Speaking to Toby always made her feel happier. ‘Well, that sounds like a very noble operation, thank goodness you were there to help with that.’

      ‘And, of course, by the time I tell Tabitha tonight about my day, I will have embellished it to sound a lot more vital and heroic.’

      Darcy rolled her eyes. Tabitha was Toby’s newest girlfriend, the latest in a long line.

      ‘Not sure you can make the removal of a mole from someone’s bum sound remotely heroic, not unless the mole was particularly large and hairy. Maybe then you could dress it up as saving someone from a yeti-type monster,’ Darcy said.

      ‘Yes, maybe I’ll give that a go. How you settling in?’

      ‘Good, not finished unpacking yet but I’ve met some lovely people.’

      ‘How were Mum and Dad when you left?’

      ‘As you would expect. As far as they’re concerned, I’m obviously making the worst mistake of my life and they took great pleasure in telling me that.’

      Toby sighed. ‘Did they at least wish you luck?’

      ‘Of course not. They told me they thought I’d cock this job up like I’ve cocked up all the rest. They even had a bet between them about how long I would last. Dad thinks it’ll be six weeks before I come back to their house with my tail between my legs, Mum thinks four.’

      She tried to laugh off their lack of support. They had been the same her entire life, but it still hurt.

      ‘I think moving down there will be the best thing you’ve ever done,’ Toby said, seriously, and Darcy stopped walking. ‘You can start living your own life again without them looking over your shoulder the whole time. You should never have moved back to London in the first place. I know financially you were stuck, but I would have helped you out, I’ve always said that.’

      ‘I know, but I don’t want to take your money. You work hard for that – removing moles, for one.’

      Toby laughed. ‘Listen, I know you’ll miss Carmel and obviously you’ll miss me, I mean who wouldn’t, but promise me you won’t come back. I love Mum and Dad but they are poison to you. I’ve watched you fade away over the last few years as they knocked your confidence. I’ve told them time and time again to leave you alone, but they’re never going to change. If you need money to stay down there, I’ll lend it to you.’

      ‘Thank you, but it won’t come to that. Aunt Ginny’s caravan is going spare. If the worst comes to the worst, I can live in that and make jars of jam.’

      Toby laughed. ‘That’s the spirit. Look, I’d better go. I need to have some lunch before the next surgery.’

      ‘What’s this one?’

      ‘Probably an ingrown toenail, knowing my luck.’

      Darcy laughed and said goodbye before running back up the steps to the main front door of the flats.

      Ben greeted her as if she had been gone weeks instead of an hour or two, howling and jumping up at her, trampling over boxes in his excitement at having her home. She made a sandwich for lunch and ate it as she unpacked a few more boxes into the kitchen cupboards.

      She wandered into the lounge and stared out over the sea. Her brother was right: she could never go back to London or to her parents’ house. Looking out on that view of the sea, she knew she belonged here. Her eyes wandered over to the lighthouse. Helping to fight to save it felt like she was already becoming a part of the town and she liked that. She felt sorry for Riley, with the threat of losing his home hanging over his head. Knowing she had got off to a bad start with him, she decided to go back over to the lighthouse later and tell him how she and the town were going to try to help him.

      She opened up another box and on the top was a photo of her and Ginny a few years earlier, when she had visited her aunt in White Cliff Bay. It was funny to think, after all those years, playing here on the beach, that she was living here now. Although it probably wasn’t that strange. Her love of the sea had been fostered here. She wished she had photos of herself from that time, to see that little girl fall in love with the sea for the first time.

      Suddenly, she had an idea. Stepping over some boxes, she left the flat and knocked on George and Libby’s door. A few moments later, George answered just wearing a pair of shorts.

      ‘Hello, decided to knock this time instead of letting yourself in?’

      Darcy laughed. ‘You promised you wouldn’t mention it again.’

      ‘Ah, I did, didn’t I? OK, that was the last time, I promise.’ George smirked and Darcy guessed that it probably wouldn’t be. He stepped back to let her in. As she squeezed past him into the lounge, she spotted a laptop open on the coffee table. There looked to be a script of some sort on the screen. She knew George worked from home and she didn’t want to disturb him.

      ‘Are you busy? I can come back later.’

      ‘No, not at all. I’ve just finished a new advert actually, so I was going to take a break. Libby’s gone into town. She didn’t want me to come with her, so I suspect she’s gone to get my birthday present. Did you want some more sugar?’

      She laughed again. ‘No, I met your mum earlier. She used to know my aunt Ginny – did you know her, too?’

      ‘Yes, sort of. We used to visit her quite often when I was growing up, but she lived on the outskirts of town, so once I was older I didn’t really see her. I’m sorry to hear she died.’

      ‘Thank you. It was a shock, she was still so young and I miss talking to her so much. We didn’t speak as often as we should have, but she was always so supportive.’

      George nodded, ‘Would you like a drink?’

      ‘No, I’m fine, thank you.’

      George gestured for her to sit down on the sofa, and when she did he sat on the recliner opposite.

      ‘Do you remember us playing together on the beach when we were little?’

      George’s eyes widened. ‘No, is that what Mum said?’

      ‘Yes, apparently we went to the beach together a lot. I was down here almost every school holiday, in my younger years, sometimes with my brother, sometimes not. I guess we must have played together at some point. I don’t really remember a lot of it. I just remember playing and swimming in the sea. I stopped coming so frequently when I was ten; well, my mum stopped sending me so often. I think she thought Ginny was corrupting me. But I was wondering if you have any photos of you on the beach as a kid – it would be wonderful to see Ginny and maybe I’m in them, too.’

      George stood up. ‘I have a couple of albums, Mum has a ton. I’ve not looked at them for years. Mum made me take them when I got married to Libby, as she said Libby might want to see them. We’ve not looked at them yet, though.’

      He moved to a bookcase, shifted a few DVDs and books off a pile on the bottom and grabbed three large photo albums. He sat down next to her and opened up one between them.

      ‘So, we’re looking for a little red-headed girl?’

      ‘Yes, fifty per cent legs and fifty per cent red curly hair, think Orphan Annie with giraffe legs. I was not a pretty child.’

      George laughed.

      ‘And Ginny, too. I really want to see her.’

      He turned the page and there was a tiny curly-haired baby, probably George on the day he had been born, all red and wrinkly and screaming loudly in his mum’s arms.

      ‘Ah, I can see this is going to be embarrassing.’

      ‘Is this you? You had a full head of hair when you were born!’

      George fingered his curls awkwardly. ‘Yes, it’s always been curly and out of control.’

      He turned the page and laughed when he spotted a photo of a chubby curly-haired naked George in the bath. He quickly turned the page again.

      Darcy laughed. ‘That’s the second time I’ve got to see you naked.’

      ‘Hey, we promised never to mention it again!’

      Just then Libby walked in. ‘Hey, honey, I’m home,’ she called. ‘Oh hello, Darcy.’

      Libby looked from one to the other, and Darcy suddenly panicked that this looked bad. Her and George sitting next to each other, laughing over childhood photos. George wasn’t wearing a top. It looked too cosy.

      George wasn’t bothered at all, though, about Libby finding them together. ‘Darcy is laughing at photos of me as a baby,’ he said, by way of explanation.

      ‘I want to see,’ Libby said, dumping her bags and sitting next to Darcy.

      Darcy moved the album more fully onto her lap, so Libby could see too. But she felt like she should explain her presence more.

      ‘Apparently, George and I used to play together when we were kids, though neither of us remember. We were just looking for proof.’

      ‘Oh, wow, small world!’ Libby said, flicking back to the first page, seeming unperturbed to find her husband home alone with another woman. ‘Oh, George, look at you as a baby . . .’ She trailed off as tears filled her eyes. George smiled and reached across Darcy to hold Libby’s hand. ‘Our baby might look like you.’

      Darcy felt suddenly in the way; they should be alone to look back at old photos, and if Libby got emotional George could hug her properly, not just hold her hand.

      ‘Look, I should go, why don’t you two look at the photos and if you find any of a ginger giraffe or Ginny, you could bring them over to show me.’

      ‘No, don’t be silly. Stay, we can laugh at George together,’ Libby said, smiling fondly at her husband.

      ‘Are you sure? These photo are very personal.’ Darcy blushed as Libby turned to the naked bath picture again.

      Libby giggled. ‘Look at your little willy!’

      ‘Oi!’ George laughed.

      They turned the pages together and, as they laughed at George at various stages of his childhood, the initial awkwardness Darcy felt at being the third wheel faded away. They genuinely liked having her there and talking to her and sharing these memories with her. They reached the end of the first album and George grabbed the second one. There were a few pages of Christmas photos with George as a young boy, maybe six or seven years old, in bright purple corduroy trousers and a badly hand-knitted top. Then, when they turned the page, there was a load of George on the beach wearing a floppy hat and a pair of bright yellow swim shorts.

      Darcy leaned in closer, looking in the background for any sign of Ginny or herself.

      ‘Is that you?’ George said, suddenly pointing at a photo of his younger self eating an ice cream, the sticky white cream all round his face. In the background was a girl in a red swimsuit with a mass of red curls; surprisingly, she was scowling at George.

      Darcy laughed. ‘Yes, that’s me. I wonder why I’m scowling at you.’ She looked more closely and saw the younger Darcy was clutching a book on mermaids tight to her chest. ‘Oh God, I remember this. You kept telling me that mermaids didn’t exist and I decided I hated you for it.’

      George laughed. ‘You’re the mermaid girl.’ He turned to Libby. ‘She was utterly obsessed by mermaids.’

      ‘I wasn’t obsessed.’ She chuckled. ‘OK, I was.’

      ‘She even thought she might be one herself.’

      ‘George told me I was being ridiculous, so I stuck chewing gum in his hair.’

      George gasped. ‘That was you? I had to cut it out, I looked a right state. Mum went mad at me, she thought I’d stuck it in there myself.’

      ‘I’m sorry, but you were being mean,’ Darcy giggled.

      ‘I love that you two have this history together,’ Libby said. ‘And these photos are amazing. George, you were such a cute child.’

      They turned the page and there were a few of George and Darcy happily building a sandcastle together, clearly either before or after the row about mermaids. But in the background Darcy spotted a younger Ginny, taking a photo of the lighthouse. Her hair was blowing in the wind, her favourite emerald scarf was flying behind her. She looked content and happy.

      ‘Your mum said she loved the lighthouse.’

      George nodded. ‘There’s an art shop in the town. It sells lots of different art from local artists. Your aunt had loads of paintings in there of the beach and the lighthouse. Everyone loved them. I think most of the originals have been sold but the shop still sells the prints.’

      ‘I’ve seen a few of them over the years but I’d love to see the rest. I wonder why it meant so much to her,’ Darcy said, as she looked at the picture and then out at the real thing as it stood sentinel over the town. ‘There’s a plan to try and save it. I’m not sure what good it will do, but I’ve been chatting to your mum. We’re going to try to get it listed and get the press involved too.’

      George chuckled. ‘Mum loves to get behind a good campaign. If she’s not trying to save people, she’s jumping on some political bandwagon. You’ll be in safe hands with her. And we’ll help in any way we can.’

      Libby nodded. ‘We could chain ourselves to the lighthouse in protest.’

      ‘Riley would love that,’ Darcy laughed.

      ‘Well, if we are going to try to save his lighthouse, he better get used to the idea of a little interference.’

      Darcy nodded. Maybe now would be as good a time as any to swim out there and tell him of the plans. He couldn’t possibly be angry at her, when she was trying to help him. But telling herself that was doing nothing to diminish the nerves that had now settled into her stomach and refused to go away.
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      Riley finished playing a song on the piano and added a few notes and comments to the musical score in front of him. Although a lot of his work as a songwriter was done on computers and with modern technology, he liked the old-school approach of playing his final pieces on a piano rather than through a computer.

      He loved his work, he could get lost in the music and the lyrics for hours. His ex-girlfriend would often accuse him of shutting her out but he had never found anything he enjoyed as much as writing music, and that included spending time with her.

      He stood up and stretched, wandering over to the window to look at the spectacular view of the little town.

      His thoughts returned to his little mermaid, as they had done ever since he had left the pub the night before. There was something very endearing about how she had dressed in a pretty blue dress with tiny sparkly-silvery fish teamed with blue leggings and silver flip-flops. The blue had matched her dazzling eyes perfectly. The outfit wasn’t fashionable or showy; it was quirky and different to what the other women in the town wore. She had been a beacon of light in the pub and, like moths to a flame, all the regulars had come over to talk to her. She had achieved in hours of being in the town what he hadn’t managed in months. With her warm, bubbly personality, she had easily made friends with everyone she had spoken to.

      He had been unable to stop himself listening to her talk as she sat at the next table. He had learned her name was Darcy, she was new to the town and was starting a new job soon. He had also learned, as she had helped her team to victory in the pub quiz, that she had this quiet intelligence. She didn’t crow about knowing the answers and she seemed almost embarrassed that she knew them when no one else did. She knew nothing about popular culture, music, films or TV shows but she knew a lot about science, sea life, animals, history, and myths and legends. Though he’d already got that sense with that brief talk about kelpies and folklore, and from the unexpected hurt he’d seen in her eyes when he had likened her to a siren. He leaned his hands either side of the window and sighed. The last thing he wanted was to hurt her.

      It was a shame that she wouldn’t be swimming to his island any more. He’d have liked the chance to get to know her better. And although he’d sworn to himself when he came here that he wouldn’t get involved in town life, it wouldn’t hurt to spend a little bit of time in that nice pub they had both been in the night before, especially if it meant he got to see more of her.

      Kelpie leapt up onto the window seat and put her front paws on the glass, her whole body wagging incessantly at whatever she could see in the waves. Riley was quite honestly surprised she could see anything from under that mass of fur, but he refused to be a man who put bows in his dog’s fur to keep it off her eyes.

      He peered out of the window at something moving with grace and speed towards the lighthouse. A seal perhaps, he’d seen a few out there. He wiped the window with his sleeve and saw the flash of fiery hair as it trailed behind his mermaid like scarlet ribbons.

      The smile that spread across his face at seeing her again was quickly replaced by a look of concern for her safety. If she insisted on coming back, she was risking her life climbing up the rocks that made up his tiny island, and he quickly stormed downstairs to tell her so.

      [image: ]

      Darcy was pulling herself out of the water when she was momentarily distracted by the door of the lighthouse being flung open. She missed her footing and smashed her knee on the rocks. Riley rushed towards her, and she quickly scrabbled to her feet. He didn’t look happy to see her. Pain seared through her leg, as she put weight on it.

      ‘Christ, Darcy, are you OK?’

      She nodded, stunned that he knew her name. Concern and anger warred in his eyes, but anger won over.

      ‘That’s exactly why I didn’t want you coming out here! These rocks are so dangerous. I slipped and knocked myself out on them a few months ago. Why the hell did you come back?’ he shouted.

      He didn’t know why she was there, so it seemed a bit unfair that he was shouting at her before she’d even got one word out. She’d only come to offer to help with the lighthouse after all. As she tried to find words to defend herself, Darcy watched as Ben disloyally bounded up to Riley, greeting him like a long-lost friend.

      ‘Quite apart from anything else, you’re trespassing on private property,’ Riley said.

      ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, these rocks are not your property. They’re bloody rocks!’ Darcy said, sarcastically.

      ‘It’s my garden, my property. Just because I don’t have pretty flowers growing up between them doesn’t stop them from being my garden.’

      ‘Oh, well, where does your property end then? Is that your rock down there in the sea? What about that one a bit further out, and the sea, is that yours too?’ yelled Darcy.

      ‘Well, yes, actually, it is.’ Riley’s jaw clenched, as he knew what a ridiculous claim that was.

      ‘Well, Mr I-Own-the-Whole-Bloody-World, I’m leaving, and you know what . . .’ She glanced around her feet and grabbed a small boulder the size of a large apple. ‘I’m taking this with me. Ben, come!’ Darcy scrambled down the rocks with her trophy rock in her hand. She suddenly turned back. ‘You know the worst thing? I’d actually come over here to offer to help you with the lighthouse, but you can stick it up your rather pompous arse now.’

      She dived into the cool waters, not waiting for a response. Cursing herself for trying to make a point by stealing a rock, she let it drop to the sea floor.

      She swam back to the beach, seething over his attitude, tears of anger pricking her eyes. Ben ran up to Jack, Amy and Seb’s dog, as all three of them sat on the beach. When Ben showed no sign of coming back, Darcy trudged over to them, feeling sure they had witnessed the whole embarrassing debacle.

      ‘Are you OK?’ Seb asked. ‘That looked like a painful fall.’

      ‘I’m fine, thank you. Sorry about him.’ Darcy gestured at Ben, who was leaping all over Jack, as if he’d found a new best friend. Jack didn’t look too convinced.

      ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Seb said.

      ‘Looked like Riley was being a bit of an ass,’ Amy said and Darcy smiled. They had chatted quite a bit the night before and she had quickly realised that Amy just said what she thought, holding nothing back.

      ‘I’m not sure if it’s just me he has a problem with, the people of the town or if he’s just really possessive over his little rocks.’

      ‘Probably all three,’ Amy said, scowling over at the lighthouse on Darcy’s behalf. ‘Though I’ve never seen him get angry at anyone before.’

      Darcy sighed. ‘So it is just me.’

      ‘Riley is a good guy,’ Seb said, ignoring the pointed glare his girlfriend was giving him. ‘We’ve chatted a bit when we’ve been walking our dogs in the mornings. He is a very private person, doesn’t say a lot about his past, but I know he has been hurt. He might keep himself to himself, but he’s never rude or aggressive. I’ve seen him helping the older ladies around town with their shopping on a few occasions. He broke up a row on the beach the other week, when a couple were fighting and the woman was getting upset. He seems like a really decent bloke. I don’t think you should judge him so harshly when, from what I can gather, he is only concerned for your safety. And you are trespassing on his property, after all.’

      Darcy felt well and truly like she’d just been told off. And annoyingly, Seb was right. Riley did only seem worried about her hurting herself on the rocks. ‘I only went over there to tell him that I and some of the people in the town have a plan to try and help him save the lighthouse. We’ve got off on the wrong foot and I just wanted to try to rectify that.’

      ‘Amy said she invited you to our engagement party tomorrow night. He’ll be there. Why don’t you try talking to him then? At least you won’t be traipsing all over his property, which seems to be the thing that upsets him the most.’

      ‘I’m sure he would appreciate your support to try to save the lighthouse,’ Amy said, encouragingly. ‘You just need to catch him on neutral territory.’

      Darcy nodded, reluctantly.

      ‘Come to the pub tonight,’ Seb said, obviously sensing that he might have upset her with his support for Riley. ‘It’s curry night and my chef, Gavril, makes the nicest curries for miles around.’

      ‘I do love a good curry. I’ll pop by later,’ Darcy said, and smiling sadly she called for Ben, waved goodbye and headed back to her flat.
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