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About the Book

In the idyllic seaside town of St Carys in Cornwall, Sophie is working as a photographer and putting the past firmly behind her.

When Josh Strachan moves back to St Carys to run the family hotel, he can’t understand why Sophie has zero interest in letting any man into her life. He also can’t understand how he’s been duped into employing Sophie’s impulsive friend Tula, whose crush on him is decidedly unrequited.

St Carys has more than its fair share of characters, including the charming but utterly feckless surfer Riley Bryant, who has a massive crush on Tula. Riley’s aunt is superstar author Marguerite Marshall. And Marguerite has designs on Josh’s grandfather … who in turn still adores his glamorous ex-wife, Dot …

Just how many secrets can one seaside town hold?

Love has the ability to change people, sometimes for ever. And the consequences are impossible to predict.
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A special message from Jill Mansell to celebrate her 25th book, THE UNPREDICTABLE CONSEQUENCES OF LOVE

Hello, hello!

If you’re reading this, it means you’ve downloaded my latest book, which is just thrilling, and obviously I hope you’ll really enjoy reading THE UNPREDICTABLE CONSEQUENCES OF LOVE. I wonder if you’ve read some or maybe all of my novels before, or if this is your first time with me? Either way, it’s exciting and if you’d like to give me your verdict afterwards, I really do read all the reviews posted on here and am also contactable on Facebook and Twitter, so please feel free to join in – good honest feedback is always welcome!

Well, I seriously can’t believe this is my twenty-fifth novel. I never expected when I first started writing that I’d even get published, let alone have sold so many books all over the world. (I think we’re up to 8 million copies now.) It’s really been the most amazing adventure, made all the better by social media. Keen readers now count down the hours and minutes to midnight on Twitter and Facebook before each new book is published and magically appears on their phones and tablets. (I do this too, when my own favourite authors have new books coming out – it’s fab!) They also send me photos from all over the world, of themselves reading my novels – often in fabulously exotic places I’ve never been lucky enough to visit myself!

Another wonderful experience for me has been hearing from readers how my books have changed their lives. Babies have been named after favourite characters. One baby was even named after me! Several women have written to tell me that my books gave them the courage to get out of bad relationships and start afresh … and now they’ve found themselves much nicer partners. Others have said the only thing that kept them going through terrible dark times in their lives was losing themselves in my stories. And one lovely lady came to see me at a literary festival to tell me that she’d grown up in South Africa devouring my books and falling in love with the idea of living in a village in the Cotswolds. So guess what? She moved to the UK, to the Cotswolds, met a wonderful man and married him … and she wanted me to know that it was all because of me!

Another thing that amazes me is how well my readers know my work – so many of them have read and reread the books time and again, and can tell me every last detail about them. In that regard I’m far less competent – compared with them I’m rubbish! As soon as I finish writing a novel I move on to the next one and the characters I’ve spent the last twelve months living with and writing about start to fade in my mind like old friends who’ve moved away and you’ve lost touch with. Which is why I should never have done that quiz I found on the internet a while back, designed to test readers to see how well they knew their Jill Mansell books. I got six out of ten and the verdict: ‘Not bad, but could do a lot better.’ (Thank goodness it was anonymous and they didn’t know who I was!)

And now I’m just going to finish by saying how much I really hope you’ll love this, my twenty-fifth novel. It’s a warm, sunny, sea-sidey story that would be fantastic to read in the garden this summer, or whilst away on holiday, lazing on a sunlounger. In fact a few years back while we were on holiday ourselves, my daughter came rushing up to me one morning and said excitedly, ‘Mum, there was a lady by the pool who was reading your new book!’ Well as you can imagine, I was delighted. Until my daughter added, ‘But then she put it down and now she’s reading a magazine instead!’

Anyway, have fun, wherever you are!

Lots of love,

Jill xxx


Chapter 1

In the high-ceilinged drawing room of the Mariscombe House Hotel, Sophie Wells was putting the finishing touches to the setting for the photo shoot.

The original plan, to photograph the Ropers outside and en famille in a Marks and Spenceresque summer meadow, had been scuppered by the abysmal weather. The rain had been hammering down all morning and there was no way of postponing the event, as two members of the family were flying back to Australia tomorrow.

But Emma Roper knew exactly what she wanted. On the phone earlier she’d said, ‘OK, if we can’t be outside, we’ll have one of those all-white shoots instead. You know, all modern and cool. And we’ll all wear white too. It’ll be like one of those Boden ads.’ Delighted with herself and her artistic vision, she’d announced, ‘So that’s sorted. We’ll see you at the hotel at three. It’ll be great!’

Some clients liked to have the style and setting of their photo shoot suggested to them, while others preferred to make the directional decisions themselves. In Emma Roper’s case it was evidently the latter scenario, and Sophie was happy to go along with it. Accordingly, she’d brought with her the lighting system, the white muslin backdrop on stands, and more swathes of muslin for the floor. If Boden-style was what Emma had set her heart on, Boden-style she would have.

She stepped back to survey the end result and adjust the lighting as Dot Strachan popped her elegant head around the door.

‘Oh I say, I need my sunglasses in here!’ Blinking at the brightness of the scene, she went on cheerily, ‘Just wondered if you’d like a coffee, darling?’

Sophie wanted to be like Dot Strachan when she grew up. At seventy-two, Dot was effortlessly stylish, with killer cheekbones and light blue eyes that sparkled, offsetting her perma-tanned complexion and swept-back white-blond hair. Of course she had wrinkles, but they were the good kind that came of smiling so much and living well. She worked tirelessly, made running a hotel look easy and had never worn anything frumpy in her life.

‘Thanks, but I’d better not.’ Sophie pulled a face and indicated the expanse of pristine whiteness. ‘Knowing my luck, I’d manage to spill it. Anyway, I’m fine. The Ropers’ll be here any minute and we’ll be out by four. Thanks again for letting us use the room at short notice.’

‘No problem. Any time, I told you before. When they turn up,’ said Dot, ‘I’ll tell Rose to send them through.’

When you’d grown accustomed to the surfing beaches of California, a grey rainswept afternoon on the north coast of Cornwall didn’t quite measure up. Weather-wise, it wasn’t what you’d call balmy. Josh Strachan had spent childhood summers here in St Carys, but today he was giving the icy waves a miss, leaving them to the diehard enthusiasts.

Like Griff, his grandmother’s long-haired terrier cross, currently barking his head off and launching himself into the shallow surf as it rolled up the beach. Josh shook his head, marvelling at Griff’s boundless enthusiasm for taking on the waves. OK, enough, the torrential rain was coming down even harder now; time to head back. He stuck his fingers in his mouth and let out a piercing whistle to attract the dog’s attention.

Griff determinedly ignored him, like a five-year-old in a playground desperate for one more go on the slide.

Well, he’d only been back in the UK for a week. They were just getting to know each other. Cupping his hands around his mouth, Josh called out with authority, ‘Griff. Here, NOW.’ Bloody delinquent animal, he was doing it on purpose. And to think he’d believed Dot when she’d told him the outrageous lie that the dog was well trained.

Josh made his way down to the water’s edge, kicked off his deck shoes and at the third attempt managed to grab hold of Griff, snapping the lead on to his collar and hauling him up on to the sand. The tail end of a wave caught them, soaking into the leg of his jeans. He gave the dog a stern-as-possible glare, and Griff returned it with a naughty, unrepentant tail-wag. God, the sea was freezing.

As they made their way back across Mariscombe beach before heading up the steps carved into the cliff that gave the hotel its unparalleled view of the ocean, Josh conjured up mental images of the Californian ones he’d left behind. Santa Monica … Laguna … Huntington … amazing stretches of sand, world-class waves, year-round perfect weather …

But it hadn’t been the UK, had it? It hadn’t been home. And most of the time he’d been too busy working with people he didn’t even like to take advantage of the surfing opportunities. Which was why he’d taken the executive decision to walk away, leave that artificial, stress-filled world behind him and aim instead for a better quality of life in the company of people he might actually enjoy spending time with.

That was the plan, anyway. After the Go Destry debacle, he never wanted to see another spoilt, whiny American teenager in his life.

‘Right, now you rest your chin on your left hand, and you lean back a bit, and you two tilt your heads up so you can both see your mum …’ Honestly, arranging five children and an adult could be as complicated as conducting an orchestra. ‘And you rest your hands on their shoulders … that’s it, that’s great, now all look at each other and say, “Wow, you’re gorgeous!”’

The brothers and sisters yelled it to each other then burst out laughing, and Sophie snapped away, firing off fifteen or twenty shots. ‘Brilliant, keep going, say it again to someone else, perfect …’

Amid the giggles and laughter and renewed shouts of ‘Wow, you’re gorgeous,’ the scrabbling noise on the other side of the door went unnoticed. Next moment the handle was pushed down, the door burst open and a wildly overexcited Griff launched himself like a hairy torpedo at the immaculate Boden group.

A hairy, wet, mud-strewn torpedo at that.

‘AAARRGH.’ The teenage girls shrieked and attempted to push the dog away as he scrambled over the boys, tail wagging furiously and paws leaving muddy prints over … well, everything.

‘No! Griff, down,’ Sophie shouted with predictable lack of effect. Emma was aghast, the boys had creased up laughing and the white backdrop was now spattered with dark spots where the dog had energetically attempted to shake off some of the mud.

‘My dress,’ Emma wailed. ‘My beautiful white dress!’

‘Naughty boy.’ Putting down her Nikon, Sophie managed to catch Griff and scoop him up into her arms. Although it hadn’t been his fault. Shaking her head apologetically at Emma, she said, ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’

Outside the living room she saw at once what had happened. At the far end of the hallway, by the entrance, a tall figure stood with his back to her. His dark hair was slicked back and wet from the rain, he was wearing a sodden grey and white shirt and jeans and talking rapidly into the phone he was holding in his right hand. From his left dangled a thin leather lead with no dog on the end of it.

As Sophie made her approach, she heard him say, ‘… OK, no problem, I’ll get that sorted. Bye.’ Then he hung up and slid the phone into the back pocket of his jeans.

She tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Excuse me, I think you’ve lost something.’

He turned, eyebrows raised in enquiry, and saw who she was holding against her chest.

‘Oh, right. Thanks.’

Honestly, talk about unbothered.

‘You can’t just let Griff off the lead, you know, and leave him to cause havoc.’

‘I didn’t.’ Clearly taken aback at her tone, he said, ‘I put him in his basket in the back office.’

‘He’s all wet and muddy!’

‘I was about to fetch a towel to dry him off when my phone rang. It was an urgent call.’

‘Come with me. Let me show you what he’s done.’

‘Oh God.’ The eyebrows flattened out and he exhaled, following her across the hallway. When they reached the closed door to the drawing room he said defensively, ‘Hang on, you can’t blame me for whatever’s in here. I did check the doors on my way through. They were all shut.’

Sophie knew who he was; of course she did. They might not have met before, but it was no secret that Josh Strachan had just moved back to St Carys and into the hotel he’d bought along with his grandmother three years ago.

Goodness, though, he was attractive. It was actually quite fascinating to discover you could be this mad with someone yet simultaneously so hyper-aware of their looks.

‘And are you going to tell me Dot didn’t warn you about his party trick?’ As she said it, she put Griff down and lightly touched the brass door handle. Like lightning, Griff sprang up and grabbed the end of the handle in his teeth, swinging in mid-air for a moment and furiously twisting his body like a Cirque du Soleil gymnast in order to pull it down. As the door burst open, Sophie grabbed him and said, ‘Et voilà.’

She saw Josh Strachan mouth the words Oh shit as he took in the scene of devastation. To his credit, he held up his hands at once and said to the assembled group, ‘I’m really sorry, it’s my fault, I didn’t know he could open doors.’

Most of the assembled group ignored him; they were all far too busy shrieking with laughter and taking photos of each other on their mobile phones. Only Emma, their mother, fixed Josh with a baleful eye and said, ‘It’s all ruined. Our beautiful photo shoot …’

‘I know and I’m sorry, but can we rebook it for another day? I’ll pay for everything, obviously …’

‘The twins are leaving for Australia tomorrow morning. So no, we can’t. But thanks for wrecking something so important.’ Emma’s voice had begun to wobble; her eyes filling with tears, she said in a brittle voice, ‘I can’t believe this is happening …’

‘OK, let me sort this out.’ Sophie dumped Griff in Josh’s arms. ‘Here you are, take him away and get him dried off. Give us five minutes, then bring him back in.’

‘Back?’ Josh looked at her as if she’d gone mad.

‘Why would you want that creature back in here after he’s done this?’ Emma’s voice was shrill.

‘Just do it.’ Sophie signalled to Josh to leave the room with Griff. Then she turned her attention to Emma. ‘It’s OK, please don’t cry.’

‘B-but everything’s ruined.’

‘Listen, of course you’re upset. But isn’t part of all this because your boys are off to Australia tomorrow?’

Emma took a deep shuddery breath and carefully dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. She nodded and said, ‘Of course it is. I can’t bear it. They’re only eighteen … they’re my babies … how am I going to cope without them?’

‘I know, but it’ll be an adventure.’

The older woman’s shoulders sagged. ‘An adventure for them, maybe. Non-stop anxiety for me. I kept thinking they’d change their minds and stay at home.’ Her voice began to wobble again. ‘But it hasn’t h-happened. And goodness knows how they’re going to cope … If I don’t leave clean socks out for them every morning, they just put on yesterday’s dirty old ones!’

‘Ah, it’ll be hard for you,’ Sophie sympathised. ‘But it’ll end up being the making of them, just you wait and see.’

‘Is she crying again?’ One of the boys grinned and shook his head. ‘Come on, Mum, just chill out. It’s all good.’

Emma managed a watery smile at her son. ‘I know, darling. I’m doing my best.’

Sophie collected the Nikon, then drew Emma across the room and sat her down in the window seat. ‘Now, take a look at these.’ She showed her the initial photos, then the few frames she’d captured when Griff had first burst in on them. The element of surprise had worked brilliantly; formerly stilted and ill at ease, the children’s faces had been transformed by laughter and delight. ‘Aren’t they more themselves? Less self-conscious?’

‘And that’s why you want the dog back? So we can take more photos like this?’ Emma sniffed. ‘It’s not going to be very Boden.’

‘I know, but it’ll be more informal and relaxed. They’ll be the kind of photos that make people smile. Honestly,’ Sophie reassured her. ‘They’ll be great. Just in a different way. And you won’t have to pay for them, either.’


Chapter 2

The family left the hotel forty minutes later. From his upstairs window, Josh watched them run across the car park in the pelting rain and pile into a blue people-carrier. At least they didn’t seem too mentally scarred by their ordeal.

Downstairs, he found the photographer energetically tidying the drawing room, restoring it to its normal state. Griff, meanwhile – how typical – had exhausted himself and was now dozing peacefully on the rug in front of the fireplace.

Unaware that she was being observed, the girl gathered up the mud-streaked, paw-printed muslin sheets and bundled them into a metal case. Next, she unhooked the backdrop from its stand, efficiently rolled it up and slid it inside a long cardboard cylinder. Her hair was all shades of blond and cut into a choppy style that swung around her shoulders as she worked. The fact that her clothes choice this morning had been a black top and grey jeans meant that Griff’s muddy prints didn’t show. Her sleeves were pushed up and a collection of silver bracelets jangled on her left wrist. Her top half was natural and her bottom curvy, both attributes Josh approved of, particularly after the years he’d spent in LA, where most of the girls maintained the kind of improbable Barbie-style figures that made it hard for them to stay upright.

‘Nearly done … oh, it’s you.’ Turning, she glimpsed him in the doorway and straightened up. Nodding at Griff, she said, ‘Have you come to get him? He’s shattered now. I’ve just finished the shoot.’

‘I know, I saw the family driving off. And I am sorry. Dot did warn me about the door-opening thing,’ Josh admitted. ‘I just forgot about it. Can I blame it on the jet lag?’

She gave him a look. ‘Only if you’re a complete wuss. You’ve had a whole week to get over it.’

Her eyes were bright and sparkling, silver-grey with very white whites. Her well-defined eyebrows were dark but tipped with gold and there was a smudge of mud on her left temple.

It wasn’t an expression he’d ever thought of using before, but it occurred to him that she had joie de vivre.

‘True.’ He dipped his head in acknowledgement. ‘All my own fault. So how did it go in the end?’

‘Come over here and I’ll show you.’ Leading the way across the room, she picked up her camera and began scrolling through the shots, starting with the half-dozen or so pre-Griff originals, then on through the second stage of the shoot.

‘These are great.’ Josh nodded at them, genuinely impressed. ‘So it ended up not being such a disaster after all.’

‘Thanks to me being a complete genius,’ she agreed happily.

He liked her attitude. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Sophie.’

‘Hi, Sophie. I’m Josh.’

‘I know. Haven’t you noticed everyone whispering about you since you’ve been back?’

‘Not really. Well, maybe a bit. You don’t take much notice after a while.’ He paused. ‘Do you have a business card?’

She took one from an envelope in the side pocket of her black canvas holdall and handed it over.

Sophie Wells Photography. Portraits, Weddings, Commercial was written in silver on a black background, along with her contact details. Josh noticed that as well as the bracelets on her left wrist there was a key attached to a plain silver bangle. He reached out and touched it briefly. ‘What’s this for?’

‘It’s the key to my secret Swiss bank account.’

‘Amazing. I didn’t know Swiss banks used Yale locks.’

A dimple appeared in her left cheek. ‘I started wearing it after I locked myself out of my flat three times in one week.’

‘Look,’ said Josh, ‘I still feel terrible about the photos.’

‘No need. I told Emma I’d do them for free.’

‘But that means you’re losing out. Which is even worse.’

Sophie shook her head. ‘They all like what we ended up doing instead. Emma’s still happy to pay.’

‘But their clothes …’

‘They live on a dairy farm. She says the mud’ll come out in a boil wash.’

‘But when I came back here with Griff, she was in tears.’

‘I know, but you weren’t actually to blame for that. Relax,’ Sophie said cheerfully, ‘it’s your lucky day. You’re off the hook.’

Women, he’d never understand them. Still, it was a positive result. Somewhat distracted by her eyelashes – were they also gold-tipped beneath the mascara? – Josh said, ‘Fine then. So long as you’re sure. Can I ask you a personal question?’

‘You can try.’

He was charmed by her easy smile, playful humour and feisty can-do attitude. OK, and her body was pretty amazing too. ‘Are you single at the moment? Or seeing someone?’

If she were, he would have to say with good-natured regret, ‘Well that’s a real shame,’ and leave it at that.

‘Me? Oh no, I’m not seeing anyone.’ Sophie shook her head. ‘Completely and utterly single, that’s me.’

Excellent. Enjoying her honesty, Josh said, ‘So would you like to come out for dinner with me one evening?’

‘It would have to be an evening.’ Sophie nodded gravely. ‘Otherwise it wouldn’t be dinner, it’d be breakfast or lunch.’

‘Definitely evening,’ he agreed. ‘We could do it tonight if you like.’ This is going so well.

‘Oh, I can’t.’

‘Yes, bit short notice. Friday, then? Or Saturday? You choose, whenever suits you best.’

But even as he was saying it, Sophie was shaking her head. ‘Sorry, no … I mean, thanks for asking, but I can’t meet you for dinner.’

‘Right.’ Taken aback, Josh said, ‘Not at all?’

‘No.’

‘OK. That’s fine.’ It wasn’t remotely fine. What was going on? Did she have a small baby at home, or an elderly relative who couldn’t be left unattended? ‘Am I allowed to ask why?’

Her eyes sparkled. ‘Oh dear, are you offended?’

‘Of course not,’ lied Josh.

Sophie gave him a who-are-you-kidding look. ‘I think you are. Don’t be. I’m just pretty busy right now.’

‘So maybe in a couple of weeks?’ He couldn’t quite believe he was still asking.

‘Look, thanks again, but no thanks. I just don’t really want to go out to dinner with … anyone.’

Aaaand another knock-back.

‘No problem.’ Josh wished he’d never started this now.

‘Sorry.’

He managed a rueful smile. ‘Hey, all I need is a few months for my ego to recover. I’ll be fine.’

‘It’s not you.’ Sophie’s mouth was twitching. ‘It’s me.’

OK, now she was making fun of him.

‘Well, obviously,’ said Josh.

At the exact moment her grandson was being rejected by Sophie, Dot Strachan was fending off a clumsy advance at the other end of the hotel.

Oh dear, it never got any easier. She didn’t want to hurt the poor man’s feelings, but really.

‘So how about it, hmm? Sound like an offer you can’t refuse? The golf club puts on a jolly good bash, you know!’ Edgar Morley’s moustache bristled with enthusiasm at the prospect. ‘And it’s a 1950s theme night. Our era! Everyone dresses up for the occasion. Last year they hired an Elvis lookalike to make the evening go with a swing!’

Was Old Spice aftershave still sold in the shops, or had Edgar bought up crateloads of the stuff years ago and been working his way through it ever since?

Also, the idea of him jiving away in drainpipe trousers was enough to put anyone off their canapés.

But Edgar was lonely. Dot knew this because he’d told her so, many, many times. He had been widowed just over a year ago and was desperate to find himself another wife. Yearning for companionship and for someone to look after him because he had no clue how to cook for himself, he’d taken to homing in on any female of a vaguely appropriate age in general, and Dot in particular.

It was sad, and Dot did sympathise, but he was just going to have to badger someone else to accompany him to the 1950s night at the golf club.

‘Next Saturday, did you say? Oh Edgar, I’m afraid I have something else booked for that evening.’

‘Really? Oh no, that’s too bad.’ With the air of one suspecting that he was being fobbed off, he said, ‘Where are you going?’

‘To a party. With Lawrence.’ This time it was even true.

The reply sent Edgar’s untrimmed eyebrows shooting up. ‘Your ex-husband? Pfft.’ With an air of disapproval he added, ‘To be honest, I’m surprised you have anything to do with him. After the way he treated you.’

‘Yes, well. It’s a party being held by mutual friends. We can either go along separately, ignore each other all night and make things awkward for everyone …’ Dot paused. ‘Or we can behave like adults and turn up together.’

More huffing and puffing from a disappointed Edgar. ‘Well he doesn’t deserve it, that’s all I can say.’

‘I know.’ Right, time to get back to work. Making a point of checking her watch and looking busy, Dot said cheerily, ‘The good thing is, Lawrence knows it too.’


Chapter 3

It was Saturday morning and Tula Kaye was feeling guilty. But not that guilty. Otherwise she wouldn’t be here now, driving down the M5 from Birmingham to St Carys.

Oh, but how could she resist? For the last three weeks she’d been working crazy hours at the pub; didn’t everyone deserve a break? There had to be more to life than slogging from home to work and back again, through the driving rain and grubby streets of Aston. When the miserable weather had abruptly given way yesterday to dazzling sun and temperatures whizzing up into the seventies, everyone’s mood had lifted, but somehow it just hadn’t been enough. During the afternoon, in the gap between lunchtime and evening shifts, Tula had found herself poring over her computer, checking out the live webcam overlooking Mariscombe beach.

The weather forecast, promising unbroken sunshine for the coming weekend, was what had clinched the deal. The first glorious heatwave of the summer. Picking up her phone, she’d sent a text to Sophie.

Hi, how busy are you this weekend?

She’d forced herself not to get her hopes up. Of course, there was nothing to stop her from paying a visit to St Carys even if Sophie was working, but it wouldn’t be the same.

Tinggggg went her phone, signalling the reply:

Couple of hours on Sunday morning, otherwise free. And it’s sunny! Coming down???

She shouldn’t.

But she was going to.

Yes, she typed back, if that’s OK with you?

Sophie’s reply read: Definitely. Hooray! We’ll have big fun! Xx

And that had been that; the decision was made. Tula had joyfully dug out some summery clothes, packed a small case and gone back to Bailey’s Bar to work the evening shift.

Like a true master criminal, she’d also deftly lobbed in a couple of throwaway comments that would come in handy in due course. OK, what she was doing was bad, but she’d never done it before. Wasn’t everyone allowed to pull a sickie just the once? Honestly, some people did it every couple of weeks and didn’t even let it trouble their conscience.

So she’d worked really hard all evening, jokily mentioning in passing that her flatmate was cooking a prawn curry and there’d better still be some left when she got home, because she was starving. And at midnight, as they were all leaving the bar, she’d wondered aloud about getting some chips from the takeaway before deciding not to because she was so looking forward to the delicious prawn curry that was waiting for her at home.

See? All in the detail.

The trick had been to set off at five in the morning in order to avoid the traffic, which on gorgeous days like this could be a nightmare. After two hundred and fifteen miles and almost four hours of driving, Tula reached St Carys at last. Her spirits soared at the sight before her; no longer viewed through glass on a computer screen but in real life with her own eyes. Oh yes, this was so worth pulling a sickie for. Look at the sea, glittering like a turquoise sari, the vivid blueness melting at the horizon into the sky. The shriek of the gulls swooping overhead and the fresh smell of ozone filled her senses … she could practically taste the salt on her tongue. And the heat of the sun somehow just magically felt better on her skin down here in Cornwall than it did in Birmingham.

Tula drove down the winding road into the town, left her car in the car park and popped into the bakery on the seafront to pick up a Cornish pasty and four warm apple doughnuts.

Opening the front door and flinging her arms out in welcome, Sophie said, ‘Yay, you’re here! Fantastic! You’re also revolting.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Not even nine o’clock and you’ve started already.’

‘Can’t help it.’ Tula was unrepentant; buying and eating a proper Cornish pasty on arrival was all part of the experience, her way of celebrating the fact that she was here. Holding the second bag out as a peace offering she said, ‘I bought doughnuts too.’

‘Ooh. Apple?’ They were Sophie’s favourite.

‘No, cat food and mustard.’

‘Perfect.’

By lunchtime the beach was filling up and Tula was developing some colour on her front. Reddish colour rather than brown, sadly, but it was a start, and if she gave herself a good old coating of fake tan, it would all blend together into a rosy-golden glow.

‘So what happened with that guy you went out with the other week?’ Sophie rolled on to her side and peered at her over the top of her sunglasses.

‘Which one?’ Tula spoke without enthusiasm.

‘Tom, was that his name? You were all excited.’

‘Right. Well, turns out I was the only one who was. We went to the cinema.’ She grimaced at the memory. ‘And he fell asleep.’

‘Oh no.’

‘Then afterwards we went to get something to eat and I was being all entertaining and vivacious, and he only went and dozed off again. Excuse me, it’s not funny.’ Tula aimed a swipe because Sophie was battling to contain her laughter. ‘I swear to God, I was being brilliant company. He just didn’t appreciate me.’

‘Maybe he was working nights?’

‘That would have been an excellent excuse, wouldn’t it? Except he wasn’t. He just said sorry, he didn’t know why he was so tired, so I said jokingly it was probably because I was so boring.’

‘And …?’

‘And he just shrugged and yawned. Like a complete arse. Seriously, such a let-down.’ Tula exhaled in frustration. ‘If anyone was boring, it was him.’

‘What a pain. Oh well, his loss. How about Danny from work?’

‘Danny’s great, I love him. We went for a curry the other night.’

‘You did? Well that’s good.’ Sophie nodded encouragingly.

‘Good in one way, not so much in the other,’ said Tula. ‘He told me he was gay.’

‘Oh.’

‘After I tried to kiss him.’

‘Whoops.’

‘So then I had to pretend I’d known all along and it had only been a jokey kiss. And he pretended to go along with it, but really we both knew it hadn’t been a jokey one. So yet again I ended up making a massive prat of myself.’ Tula heaved a dramatic sigh. ‘But honestly, how are you supposed to tell? There should be a way. He doesn’t act camp or sound camp; there are no clues … he’s just lovely-looking, always so cheerful and friendly, and really easy company; you can chat to him about anything … Oh damn …’ Her voice trailed off as the words sank in. ‘Listen to me, how could I have been so stupid? Of course he’s gay.’

‘So he’s a good friend.’ Sophie’s tone was consoling. ‘That’s not so bad, is it? Those last longer than boyfriends anyway.’

‘Certainly longer than my boyfriends.’ Tula knew she was her own worst enemy, but she couldn’t help herself; when she found someone she liked, she just got overenthusiastic, like a toddler being offered the latest must-have toy. And it inevitably scared off the man in question. Aloud she said, ‘How about you? Anyone interesting?’

‘No.’ Sophie shook her head, as Tula had known she would.

‘Are you going to be like this for ever?’

‘Who knows?’

‘Don’t you get lonely?’

‘No, I really don’t.’

And the thing was, she knew Sophie genuinely meant it. She’d simply banished the idea of boyfriends from her life and didn’t appear to miss them at all.

Tula envied her that ability – though not, obviously, the reason behind it.

It had to be good, though, to be so un-needy. If only she could be a fraction as determined and focused on her own career. Not that you could call her job a career.

Still, it might only be bar work, but it paid the bills. Speaking of which …

‘Ready for an ice cream?’ Scrambling upright, Tula dusted sand from her legs and pulled her shorts and T-shirt on over her bikini.

‘You don’t have to get dressed,’ said Sophie. ‘They sell them over at the beach café.’

‘I know, but I love that shop we went to last year, the one up on the esplanade. Remember the blackberry ice cream?’

Sophie nodded. ‘You’re right, they’re the best. I’ll have one of those too. Better get tubs rather than cones, or they’ll be melted by the time you get back.’

God, there were a lot of steps. Tula finally reached the top and paused for breath; this was her punishment for telling a lie. But Sophie would be shocked and disappointed if she knew about the sickie – she had such a work ethic, it would never occur to her to skive off.

Plus, Tula knew if she tried to call her boss from the beach, there was the chance of him overhearing seasidey holiday-type background noises and waves crashing on the sand.

To the left was the beginning of the esplanade, crowded with people. To the right was a narrow path leading up to the grounds of a hotel.

OK, the sound of screaming kids would be a giveaway too. Turning right, Tula took the quieter option and admired the hotel’s grounds as she wandered through them. Nice place. And here was a secluded bench, set back in a honeysuckle-strewn archway. Perching on the wooden seat, she took out her phone. A text would be way easier but such a cop-out; only a complete amateur would think of texting in sick. Patrick was suspicious enough as it was.

No, it had to be done properly, voice-to-voice.

Well, croak-to-voice.

She pressed call and heard the phone start to ring two hundred miles away in Birmingham.

Now, how would Kate Winslet do this?

‘Bailey’s Bar.’ Patrick’s manner was as brusque as his personality.

‘Oh … Patrick, is that you?’ Tula adopted an agonised whisper, as if she were incredibly brave but doubled over in agony and unable to crawl out of bed.

‘Tula, what’s up?’ His voice became even more brusque, if that was possible.

From the back of the hotel, a tall male figure had emerged and was making his way across the lawn in her direction. Not deliberately in her direction, thank God; he was just heading for the path that led down to the beach. Half turning away so as not to make eye contact, Tula whispered, ‘I’m so sorry, Patrick, I really don’t think I’m going to be able to—’

‘What? Speak up, girl, I can’t hear you.’

That’s because I’m being ill, you wazzock.

‘I’m not going to be able to work tonight.’ She raised her voice but kept it in death’s-door mode. ‘I think it’s food poisoning from the prawn curry I had last night … Oh Patrick, I thought I was going to die; I’ve never felt so terrible in my life …’ Out of the corner of her eye she saw the man passing by and swivelled round still further.

‘So where are you?’ Patrick demanded. ‘In hospital?’

Honestly, would he only be happy if she was in the intensive care unit on life support? ‘No,’ she croaked, clutching her stomach in order to sound more convincingly ill. ‘I’ve just been throwing up all night and all morning. Pretty much non-stop. I mean, if I feel better in the next few hours I’ll come in for my shift, you know I hate to let you down, but the way I’m feeling at the moment, I can’t see it happ—’

‘So you’re not going to be in,’ he interrupted curtly. ‘Well that’s just great. What about tomorrow night?’

Miserable bastard. Such compassion. ‘I expect so … if it’s just a twenty-four-hour thing, I should be better by then …’

‘Well make sure you are,’ Patrick snapped. ‘And you’d better not be messing me around.’

Honestly, what a cheek. Irritated, Tula croaked, ‘I’m sick, Patrick. Don’t try and make out I’m not. Have I ever let you down before?’

Since there was no answer to that, because she hadn’t, he snorted and hung up.

Tula watched the man from the hotel as he headed down the steps in the direction of the beach. Broad shoulders, dark hair, rather nice view from the back; she wondered briefly whether the front matched up.

Anyway, blackberry ice creams. Relieved to have the dreaded phone call out of the way, she slid her phone into the pocket of her shorts. Then, spirits lifted, she set off in the direction of the esplanade.


Chapter 4

Lying on her back, Sophie closed her eyes and revelled in the blissful sensation of the sun on her eyelids. She really should do this more often. Somehow, spending a whole day on the beach always felt like a luxury she couldn’t afford to indulge in; building up the business invariably took priority. If Tula hadn’t come down today, she would have kept herself busy with work.

But she was glad she hadn’t now. Taking a few hours off made a nice change. Resting her arms behind her head, she trailed her fingers through the dry, fine sand and listened to the sounds of the waves breaking on to the beach, the seagulls swooping and wheeling overhead. The smell of Ambre Solaire hung in the air and a light breeze was coming in off the ocean.

Sophie stretched, satiated. As well as the blackberry ice creams, they’d had fish and chips and Maltesers. And Diet Coke. It had been a lovely day, spent gossiping, swimming, then later joining in with a game of volleyball on the beach. Now they were enjoying the last couple of hours of sunshine and listening to the chatter and snippets of conversation going on around them. Children were engaged in building sandcastles and digging moats, couples were idly bickering and the group of posh girls directly behind them were eyeing up the talent and providing a running commentary on their various attributes.

‘The one in the yellow board-shorts? He’s pretty fit.’

‘Not bad. I’d rather have the blond one with the tan. Nice abs.’

‘But he’s got one of those noses. There’s big and there’s too big.’

‘Oh come on, it’s only a nose, that can be fixed! See the guy with the long dark hair? He’s good-looking but his body’s too long for his legs … now that’s something you’re never going to be able to sort out.’

Cue giggles. Sophie opened her eyes and tilted her head to the left to see what Tula was doing. True to form, she was propped up on her elbows, surveying the view. Which included, naturally, the men in question.

Of course it did. Tula would never miss an opportunity to ogle.

Following her line of gaze, Sophie saw Josh Strachan emerging from the sea with his surfboard. He shook water from his hair and glanced over in their direction, prompting a flurry of interest among the posh girls.

‘Now that’s much better, that’s what I call a body,’ the loudest of them said in admiration. ‘How did we manage to miss him before?’

The answer to this was quite simple: for the last hour or so, Josh had been busy surfing, and it was presumably the first time he’d left the water. Sophie, who’d spotted him earlier, watched as he made his way over to the café.

‘Unzip your wetsuit, unzip your wetsuit,’ one of the other girls chanted quietly. ‘Come on now, let’s see your chest.’

‘Ooh, spoilsport,’ said the loud one as Josh disappeared from view with his wetsuit still zipped. ‘I may have to go over there and get myself a drink. Show him what he’s missing.’

‘Hang on, here he is again, and he’s got a dog with him now! Oooh, look at that, sooooo cute …’

Because that was the thing about Griff: he did have the knack, when he wasn’t being a mud-spattering, havoc-causing holy devil, of looking ridiculously cute. Sophie, plugging her earphones back into her ears, turned the volume on her iPod up to maximum to block out the chatter of the girls behind them, and closed her eyes once more.

Less than a minute later, someone was licking her toes.

Or, more accurately, something. Having done a shuddery, whole-body twitch, Sophie jackknifed into a sitting position and saw that it was Griff at her feet, tongue lolling and tail wagging away happily.

At the other end of his lead was Josh.

‘Sorry.’ He grinned down at her, evidently not meaning it. ‘Thought it was you, earlier. Hello again.’

The last time he’d seen her, she’d been upright, wearing jeans and a top, and her hair had been loose. Today she was prone in a bikini with her hair tied back and dark glasses half covering her face. Lifting the glasses, she said, ‘You’ve been in the sea the whole time. I’ve been here. How could you know it was me from that far away?’

It had all gone quiet behind her. Josh Strachan looked briefly surprised. At last he replied mildly, ‘I recognised your bag.’

Oh. Right. Sophie glanced over at the oversized holdall she carried with her everywhere. Made of bright turquoise leather and studded all over with nuggets of silver that reflected the sun and glittered like camera flashes, it probably was quite … standoutish.

Fair enough.

‘And how about you?’ Josh’s tone altered. ‘How are you feeling now?’

What? What was that supposed to mean? Opening her mouth to ask, Sophie belatedly realised he was addressing Tula.

Which made even less sense.

Tula, clearly thinking the same, said, ‘Excuse me?’

‘I saw you swimming earlier. And playing volleyball. Seems like a pretty miraculous recovery.’ He paused, tilting his head to indicate the carrier bag at her side, containing all the empty drinks cartons and food wrappers. ‘After last night’s dodgy prawn curry.’

Last night? What was he on about? ‘You’ve got the wrong person,’ Sophie protested. ‘Tula wasn’t even here last night.’

Josh smiled and replied pleasantly, ‘I didn’t say she was.’

If it were possible to have an awkward silence on a noisy crowded beach, this was it. Even more bizarrely, Tula had gone bright red. The girls behind them were doubtless agog.

With all the finesse of a five-year-old, Tula shook her head and said, ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

She never had been able to tell a convincing lie.

‘Don’t you?’ Josh Strachan was evidently finding the situation entertaining. ‘So the girl I saw sitting in the grounds of our hotel earlier, the one talking to someone on her phone about how incredibly ill she was, thanks to a prawn curry … that wasn’t you?’

‘Fine,’ Tula blurted out. ‘Great, brilliant, thanks a lot. The whole point of doing it up there rather than down here, believe it or not, was because I was trying to be discreet.’

‘OK. Sorry,’ said Josh, although he clearly wasn’t. ‘Anyway, looks like you’re feeling much better now. So that’s good, isn’t it?’

‘Josh! You off?’ Another surfer arrived, greeting him with a slap on the back. ‘Are we going to see you at the party tonight?’ Flashing a dazzling white smile at … well, pretty much every girl in the vicinity, he added cheerily, ‘Hello, ladies!’

Behind Sophie and Tula, evidently entranced by the sight of two attractive men in wetsuits, the posh girls chorused, ‘Hello!’

Sophie hid a smile, because that was Riley Bryant for you: the ultimate charmer in a hello-ladies kind of way. With his long sun-bleached hair, Caramac perma-tan and sea-green eyes, he was Joey from Friends personified, only blonder and thinner and with a trace of a Newcastle accent. He loved women, any women, flirted incessantly, and his vanity knew no bounds.

What saved Riley from being insufferable was his talent for self-mockery. Outrageously and unapologetically hedonistic, he lived a life designed to suit only himself. Since holding down a proper job didn’t appeal, he survived instead on the proceeds of a trust fund set up by his doting aunt. Any criticism of his choices simply rolled off his back; he had the ability to laugh at himself and didn’t take offence. He spent his days surfing, travelling the world, partying like there was no tomorrow and sleeping with girls. If they had the choice, he argued, who in their right mind wouldn’t want to do that?

Basically he’d be every parent’s nightmare son-in-law. But if you regarded him simply as harmless entertainment, he was always good value and amusing company to have around.

One of the posh girls, evidently coming to the same conclusion, seized her chance and said, ‘Actually, you look like the right person to ask. We’re just down for the weekend, wondering where’s the best place around here to go for the evening. Is there anywhere fun you can recommend?’

Riley raised a playful eyebrow. ‘Fun?’

‘And lively,’ her friend chimed in. ‘Some place we can let our hair down.’

Glancing at them over her shoulder, Sophie noted that they did indeed all have plenty of hair, the gleaming, swishy kind. And teeny-tiny bikinis. They were also wearing the full complement of jewellery, fake tan and make-up. Which wasn’t something you saw that often down here on the beach.

‘Well, we’re going to the Mermaid.’ Riley turned and pointed in the general direction. ‘It’s at the far end of the esplanade. A friend’s celebrating his birthday there … it’ll be lively, I can guarantee that.’

‘And he wouldn’t mind us turning up?’

‘Are you kidding? More the merrier, wouldn’t you say?’ Riley turned to Sophie for confirmation. ‘You know what CJ’s like. Hardly going to complain, is he, about a bunch of gorgeous girls showing up at his party?’

Sophie shrugged and shook her head, because this was undoubtedly true.

The posh girl in the teeniest pink and white polka-dotted bikini said, ‘Awesome!’


Chapter 5

‘So what do you reckon?’

Sophie said, ‘About what?’

It was nine o’clock in the evening. They’d left the beach at six, showered and changed back at the flat, and had had their first couple of drinks at a wine bar called La Petite Bouteille.

‘Where shall we go next?’ Tula was twirling the stem of her empty wine glass and doing her best to look innocent, as if it were a completely spur-of-the-moment question.

She was rubbish at it.

Since two could play at that game, Sophie said, ‘Ooh, it’s quiz night at the Mariner’s Arms. Let’s go there!’

‘Quiz night?’ Tula looked horrified.

‘It’s a really friendly pub. Loads of lovely old fishermen. We’d have a great time.’

‘I was thinking, why don’t we try somewhere more … buzzy?’

‘OK. Well, are you hungry? There’s a new Mexican restaurant with singing waiters. That’s buzzy.’ Her smile bright, Sophie added, ‘We could have chimichangas!’

‘Or maybe …’ Tula was casting around for inspiration, ‘how about giving that other place a go? You know … thingy … the Mermaid?’

Sooo predictable.

‘I think Riley was inviting the other girls.’

‘No he wasn’t, it was all of us. Definitely.’ Tula nodded earnestly.

‘And you want to go there because you fancy him? Trust me,’ said Sophie, ‘you don’t want to get involved.’

‘I wouldn’t! Apart from anything else, I live two hundred miles away. Anyway, I’m not stupid,’ Tula protested. ‘I can see what he’s like.’

Sophie raised a playful eyebrow. ‘And when has that ever stopped you before?’

‘Look, I just think we’d have more fun at the Mermaid than doing some boring quiz with a bunch of smelly old fishermen. Plus, the other one’ll be there too.’ As if this was the clincher, she said, ‘Thingy with the cute dog.’

‘Josh.’

‘That’s it.’

‘You mean the one who overheard you on the phone and caught you out, big time.’

‘It’s the first sickie I’ve ever pulled. You have no idea how desperate I was for a break, a weekend away. And it’s never going to happen again,’ Tula wheedled. ‘Oh, don’t look at me like that. Anyway, do you find him attractive?’

‘Who, Josh? No.’ Sophie shook her head; this was the way she’d trained herself to react. She hadn’t mentioned to Tula that he’d asked her out.

‘Yay, brilliant! So you don’t mind if I have a go at him?’

A go? Slightly taken aback, Sophie said, ‘I thought you lived two hundred miles away.’

‘Come on, he’s gorgeous. All dark and carved and glinty-eyed.’ Tula jumped down from her bar stool and flashed an optimistic grin. ‘Not to mention masterful. I can give it my best shot, can’t I? Some men are worth the commute.’

‘Spoken like a true romantic.’

‘But I am romantic. If I met the right man, it wouldn’t matter to me if he was rich or poor. Although rich would be better, obviously. And if Josh half owns that hotel, he must be doing all right.’

Sophie smiled at this, realising there was something else Tula didn’t yet know about Dot Strachan’s grandson. ‘He’s not too strapped for cash,’ she admitted. ‘He used to manage Go Destry.’

‘Are you serious?’ Tula’s eyes widened in disbelief. ‘Go Destry? You mean … he’s the one who discovered them? Bloody hell, why didn’t you tell me this before?’

Sophie shrugged. Hollywood gossip simply didn’t loom large on her radar. Or even small, come to that. ‘Sorry. I didn’t know.’

Every so often, fate and luck conspire together to create synchronicity, and a kind of magic results. It had happened to Josh Strachan three years ago when he’d been making his way through an LA park and had passed a group of teenagers singing and dancing along to a backing track. Their voices were good but not outstanding, their dance moves were by no means perfect and the music was frankly dire, but there was just something about them that made him want to stop, watch and listen.

Somewhere deep down had stirred the realisation that these kids possessed the kind of indefinable charisma that couldn’t be manufactured. You either had it or you didn’t. And if it was nurtured properly … well, then the sky was the limit.

A mixture of restless curiosity, adventure and world-class surfing beaches had brought Josh out to LA years earlier. Through friends and contacts he’d managed to land a decent job working for a small independent record label. After asking the teenagers a few questions and handing them his card, he’d suggested they come into the office the next day.

When they did, however, nerves had got the better of them in a major way and the easy camaraderie that had piqued Josh’s interest was lost. The assembled co-directors of the company unanimously declined the opportunity to sign the band, who at the time called themselves – horrendously – Four Ov Uz. Josh did his best to argue their case but was flatly overruled. Setting up another meeting outside working hours, he spoke to the band again and listened to a very average song one of the boys had written for them. He then offered to become their manager, detected what was missing from the song, rejigged it himself and financed the trip to the recording studio.

A month later, he handed in his notice and walked away from the record company in order to manage the band full-time. He worked day and night to crystallise their image; Dizzy, Jem, Bonnie and Cal were two boys and two girls with quirky good looks, complementary personalities and bags of likeability factor. All in their late teens, they were witty, intriguing and exuded joie de vivre. The plan was that female fans would fancy the boys and want to be best friends with the girls, and for the males to pretend not to find any of them attractive but grudgingly admit that their music was OK.

The band’s name had to go, obviously. After brainstorming for hours without success, Josh went for a drink in a bar and saw a bunch of men watching the horse-racing on TV, yelling at the tops of their voices for the horse they’d put their money on. The horse had ended up winning magnificently by half a length, and Josh named the band after the words the men had been bellowing: Go Destry.

The next six months weren’t easy; only Josh’s unswerving belief in the band kept them going. Performing in clubs failed to attract audiences. Each new attempt to get them noticed was unsuccessful. Everyone was growing disheartened, running out of enthusiasm for what felt like an insurmountable task. Josh, having taken on the biggest financial gamble of his life, was rapidly running out of cash.

Then somehow, incredibly, it all began to change. A couple of shows went well, clips were posted on YouTube and people finally began to watch them and take notice. A week or so later, the superstar rapper EnjaySeven – known for his own eclectic tastes in music and fashion – became an unlikely supporter, retweeting one of their YouTube links on Twitter and publicly predicting that Go Destry were destined to be massive. This prompted a deluge of attention, with everyone racing to agree with him. The next gig sold out, iTunes sales skyrocketed and the band found themselves being greeted at every turn by fans chanting GO DESTRY, GO DESTRY, GO-GO-GO DESTRY.

It all went bananas after that. Josh’s phone never stopped ringing; the band were booked to appear on all the major TV shows. The whole of America fell in love with them, charmed by their winning ways, impish humour and capacity for mischief, as well as by the insanely catchy debut single ‘Come Back to Me’.

What had initially been on a par with a cottage industry, became over the course of the next year an unstoppable juggernaut. A huge record deal was struck and top songwriters were hastily drafted in to create an album that would live up to all the hype. A stadium tour was put together. There were advertising deals. A TV series. Movie proposals were thrown at them.

Basically, the world had gone crazy; it was all happening too fast. Realising this, Josh began turning offers down but his protégés found out and objected: how dare he decide what they could and couldn’t do?

This turned out to be the beginning of the end. As the months went by, being part of an unstoppable juggernaut stopped being thrilling and fun. Like overtired toddlers refusing to give in to their exhaustion and go to bed, the members of Go Destry morphed from cheerful teenagers bursting with gratitude and enthusiasm into irritable twenty-somethings with huge egos, short tempers and a massively inflated sense of their own invulnerability. They became snide, careless and decidedly lacking in the manners department. Despite Josh’s best efforts, a couple of them also started dabbling enthusiastically in drugs.

It became harder and harder for him to keep everyone on track. Allegiances were endlessly shifting within the group and rivalries didn’t contribute to a calm atmosphere. There were several poor reviews in the press, and the band’s popularity showed the first signs of sliding into a decline. Outraged, Dizzy and Cal made their displeasure known and were promptly approached by another management company promising to give them the extra boost they needed to get back on top. Within forty-eight hours, summoned to a meeting with his protégés, Josh found himself peremptorily informed that unless he got his act together, he was out on his ear.

He responded calmly with a comment along the lines of maybe, since they were the act in question, he wasn’t the one needing to get them together. He then announced that if this was how they felt about everything he’d done for them, they should sever their business relationship forthwith.

And that was it; after three tempestuous years, the adventure was over. The split caused a storm of speculation, and several other bands approached Josh, desperate to be taken on by him. But he turned them all down; he’d had enough of the entertainment industry in general and spoilt brat pop singers in particular. He’d built up a fortune and frequently worked twenty-hour days in the process. His own social life, due to pressure of work and all the travelling involved, had become pretty much non-existent. He was ready to get out now; there was nothing to keep him in LA any longer and there was definitely more to life and better ways to earn a living than by half killing yourself looking after people who were happy to sell you down the river.

Furthermore, Dot was a marvel for her age, but even she had let slip once or twice that running the hotel single-handedly might soon start to become too much for her.

Josh had made up his mind: it was time to go home to the UK. To Cornwall. To St Carys.


Chapter 6

‘Waaah, stop it,’ shrieked Tula as Riley scooped her up into the air. ‘Put me down! I’m too heavy …’

‘Don’t give me that. You’re light as a feather. OK, hang on tight …’

‘You hang on tight,’ Tula retorted, before letting out another yelp as he expertly threw her over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift.

In front of them in the car park of the Mermaid Inn, CJ called out, ‘Everybody ready? Down to the beach, around the rocks at the end and back again.’ He raised two ominously murky pint glasses like trophies. ‘Losers have to drink these.’

There were six couples taking part. Tula was just glad she wasn’t wearing a short skirt. But the party was brilliant, everyone was incredibly friendly and the drinking games had been hilarious. So long as they didn’t lose this one; God only knew what had gone into making that muddy-looking brew.

‘Three … two … one … GO,’ bellowed CJ, and they were off.

Urgh, being carried in a fireman’s lift was a bumpy experience. Clinging on for dear life, Tula admired Riley’s physique; his shoulders were broad and his biceps rocklike as he ran out of the car park and down on to the beach.

‘Don’t be sick down my back,’ he warned as they headed for the outcrop of three rocks exposed by the low tide at the far end of the beach.

‘I’m never sick.’ Raising her head and seeing the rest of the party cheering them on, her heart clenched with joy at the sight of Josh’s instantly recognisable figure among them. He was here; at last he’d turned up, hooray!

It was dark now, but the full moon and the strings of lights looped between each of the street lamps along the esplanade went some way towards illuminating the beach. She could see and hear the white foamy waves breaking along the shoreline. The whoops and shrieks of the other contestants mingled in the warm night air with the yells of encouragement from the pub behind them. Just as they reached the rocks, Riley tripped, lost his footing and stumbled …

And then they were lying on the sand, tangled up in each other, and he was saying, ‘Sorry, that was the seaweed. Are you OK?’

‘I’m fine.’ He’d been the one who’d broken her fall; she’d managed to land inelegantly on top of him. ‘How about you?’

‘Never better.’ He was grinning up at her now, his long blond hair spread out on the sand beneath his head. His eyes glinted with mischief as he slid his hand around the back of her neck. ‘Well, now we’re here, seems like an opportunity too good to waste …’

‘Losers!’ bawled one of the other couples, racing past them.

‘That’s what they think,’ Riley murmured. ‘Sometimes losers win.’

‘Ooh no, no no no.’ Before he could guide her mouth down to meet his, Tula vigorously shook her head and wriggled away.

‘No?’

‘No.’ Glancing over in the direction of the Mermaid’s car park, she could still see the others outside, watching the racers. And if she could see Josh from here, the chances were that he could see her.

‘Oh dear. Someone else you’ve got your eye on?’ Riley’s tone was playful.

‘No.’

Ignoring her protest, he raised his eyebrows. ‘Josh?’

‘No!’

‘Come on, I saw the way you were looking at him this afternoon. It was pretty obvious.’

‘Oh God. Really?’ Tula’s heart sank; just for once in her life why couldn’t she be the cool, enigmatic type?

‘To be fair, I’m pretty much an expert.’ Rising to his feet and brushing the sand off his jeans, Riley added, ‘Although I’m usually the one on the receiving end.’

‘Sorry.’ She smiled at his wounded expression.

‘And I really liked you, too. This is crushing.’ Holding out his hands, he hauled her upright. ‘I’ve lost all my confidence now.’
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