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      To my best friend. You sit there, by my side, every day and every night as I bang away on my keyboard. You’re the first to hear a new chapter and though sometimes, OK, every time, you fall asleep while I read it to you, I know secretly you are cheering me on. You listen to my plot holes and character problems with unending patience and though the postman arriving is far more exciting than anything I’ve ever written, I know that’s just to keep me humble and keep my feet on the ground. I tell you the exciting news of chart positions, paperbacks in shops, audio books and foreign deals and although it seems you’d rather lick your bum, chew on your paw or chase a fly across the lounge, I know secretly you’re pleased, how else will I pay for your sausages? I know life with me is hard, long walks on the beach every day, chicken for dinner, and me disturbing your beauty sleep when I dance around the lounge like a loon, but you will never know the joy you bring me. Thanks for being there, Skip.
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      Melody was late. She had big plans today, she couldn’t be late.

      She peered into the mirror and noted that the black mascara, the only bit of make-up she had attempted to put on that morning, was already smudged under one eye, making her look like she was attempting a new Goth look. She quickly wiped it off with a facial wipe, which left her looking a bit wonky with her pale blonde eyelashes on one eye and black ones on the other. She grabbed the mascara and tried again, stabbing the wand into her eye in her hurry. She cried out and blinked, causing spider-leg prints underneath her eye. She sighed and grabbed the facial wipe once more, wiping it across both eyes as she quickly left the bathroom.

      Plans to do something wonderful and cute with her hair had gone out the window too, and she pulled her blonde curls haphazardly up into a ponytail.

      Rocky, her two-month-old black curly-haired puppy, eyed her from his basket. The cause of her lateness looking all sweet and innocent.

      ‘It’s OK for you, you don’t have to do anything to look cute in the morning, you just wag your tail, and everyone is putty in your hands. Some of us have to put in a little bit of effort.’

      She ran into the kitchen, threw her rucksack onto the breakfast bar and knocked over the remains of a glass of orange juice in the process. Cursing under her breath, she grabbed some kitchen towel and mopped it up. She was the clumsiest person she knew. She got frustrated with herself sometimes for being so accident-prone; it was little wonder other people got frustrated with her too. If she made it through the day without knocking something over, spilling something or breaking something, it was a miracle. She tossed the wet kitchen towel in the bin and then threw some of the latest jewellery pieces she’d made into her bag. Thankfully she had carefully wrapped them up the night before and hadn’t left them to sort out that morning.

      She clamped her slice of jam on toast between her teeth and hopped on one foot as she tried to pull on her sparkly blue Converse. She smiled as she looked down at what she was wearing for work that day, a bright turquoise strapless sun dress with sea shells and starfish printed along the bottom. Just over a year ago, when she was working in her own exclusive jewellery boutique in London, she would have been wearing a smart suit. She earned a lot more money back then, selling expensive pieces she’d made or sourced to London’s rich. Now she was making jewellery out of cheap gemstones, silver clay, shells and sea glass and selling them to the tourists. But it made her happy.

      She wolfed down the rest of the toast as she snapped on Rocky’s lead and he bounced up around her, excited about just leaving the house. Since her early morning walks to work had started to include meeting Jamie Jackson on the way, she was excited too.

      She left Apple Tree Cottage, closing the bright yellow wooden door behind her as Rocky yapped at a bird as it flew into a rose bush.

      ‘Sit,’ Melody urged as the puppy strained on the lead while she tried to lock the door. His waggy bottom plopped down on the grass and she smiled. She had raised him almost from birth when his mum, Beauty, had too many puppies to feed by herself, so training had started a bit earlier than it normally would. Toilet training was almost perfect now but recall and other commands would take a while longer yet.

      Melody opened the front gate and paused for a moment as she looked out on Sunshine Beach, just a few yards away. The sea was a glorious turquoise today with gold-crested waves sparkling in a straight path towards the horizon where the sun burned bright in a denim blue sky. The pineapple yellow houses that tumbled down the hillside and touched the seashore still looked half asleep, with their brightly coloured blinds and curtains drawn as if their eyes were still closed. Some early birds were awake – she could see them out on their balconies eating their breakfasts – but apart from a few stragglers the beach itself was almost deserted. The view changed every day, but it didn’t matter whether it was rainy, misty, windy or blazing sunshine, it made her smile so much. God, she could look out on it forever.

      Her commute was another thing that had changed in the last year; fifty minutes and three trains to get to her jewellery shop in London compared to a ten-minute walk along the beach now.

      Her brother Matthew’s death had affected her life so much and not just because of the gaping hole he had left behind. After relocating to Sandcastle Bay the year before to help her sister Isla with raising Matthew’s son, her life had changed beyond recognition. She was happier here than she had been for a long time. Life was slower here, quieter, giving her a peace she never knew she needed growing up in London. And she got to look at this magnificent view every day. Everyone looked out for each other here and maybe, at times, they came across as nosy and interfering, but she wouldn’t change them for the world.

      Suddenly remembering that she was already running late, she hurried along the shore with Rocky yapping at the gentle waves lapping onto the sand. Of course, running her own jewellery shop, she didn’t have a boss to answer to; opening and closing hours were very relaxed in Sandcastle Bay, with various shops opening whenever they saw fit. But even though she knew he wouldn’t care – he was very laid-back – she didn’t want to be late for Jamie.

      Melody smiled as she spotted Jamie waiting for her on the beach just ahead, her heart leaping into her chest. He was definitely a reason to make her smile.

      She saw Sirius, the puppy Jamie had rescued from the same litter as Rocky, tail wagging furiously, straining at the lead as he spotted his brother. All the puppies had found homes in the village of Sandcastle Bay after two strays, Beauty and Beast, had eleven puppies a few months before. There was a definite theme with Jamie’s animals; he had three other dogs, Harry Potter, Ron Weasley and Hermione Granger – although he only ever used their full names when they were in trouble – and not forgetting his pet turkey called Dobby, all named after the characters in Jamie’s favourite book.

      Rocky yelped with excitement at seeing his brother and pulled her hard towards Jamie and Sirius. Despite his age, Rocky was a lot bigger than the average puppy and already really strong.

      ‘Hi,’ Melody said.

      Jamie opened his mouth to speak but the puppies went into a wild frenzy, as if it hadn’t been just a few days since the last time they’d met.

      Sirius darted round the back of Jamie and Rocky chased him round the other side, so Melody was yanked hard against Jamie’s chest.

      His hand went to her waist to steady her, his touch making her pulse race.

      ‘Hello,’ Jamie laughed, his grey eyes gentle.

      Her breath caught in her throat at being this close to him, reminding her of that night over a year before. The night of her brother’s funeral, she’d gotten drunk in her grief for Matthew and Jamie had looked after her. When he’d escorted her back to the hotel she had been staying at, she had kissed him and, for a glorious, perfect few seconds, he had kissed her back. Well it had felt like he had; she had been drunk and upset and maybe she’d imagined it. Maybe he had actually been politely trying to extricate himself from her arms. There had never been any mention of it since. His lack of response to the kiss felt like a rejection, making her think that any feelings between them had been completely one-sided. When she had first moved to Sandcastle Bay a few weeks later, it had been embarrassing and awkward between them.

      But over the last few months they had grown close as they had raised the puppies together. She felt so comfortable and at ease with him now. Recently, he had grown increasingly tactile too, hugging her, touching her when he was talking – she’d even had a kiss on the cheek from him on Saturday when they had parted ways for the remainder of the weekend. This affection and their closeness had given her hope that there was something between them that might be more than just friendship.

      That was the big plan for this morning. She was going to ask him out.

      She had come to a decision over the weekend that she wasn’t going to pine after him any more. She had rehearsed what she was going to say in her head and out loud to Rocky, who had seemed quite receptive to it. She had thought about all the possible scenarios and come up with different responses. This was it. Today was going to be the day.

      Elsie West from the chemist walked past with Mary Nightingale from the post office and they both looked at her in Jamie’s arms, waggling their eyebrows, nudging each other and giggling. No doubt the whole village would hear about this by lunch time, and certainly in the next few seconds they would be on the phone to Jamie’s crazy aunt Agatha, who liked to be kept apprised of all village gossip. But knowing this did nothing to make Melody want to step back, to move away from him.

      She turned her attention back to him. He had such kind eyes, grey with sparks of silver and blue.

      His gaze cast over her face and his eyes clouded with concern. ‘Have you been crying?’

      ‘What? No. What makes you think that?’

      ‘You have mascara smeared under your eyes.’

      Oh crap.

      She quickly wiped under her eyes, cursing that she hadn’t bothered to check her reflection after she had wiped off the mascara.

      ‘Oh, I’m just rubbish at putting on my make-up.’

      ‘And you, um… have jam on your chin,’ Jamie said, his lips quirking up into a smirk.

      So much for making a good impression. She reached up to wipe it off and Jamie slid his hand up to the other side of her face, using his thumb to gently wipe away the jam. Oh lord, maybe getting jam on her face was actually a good thing.

      Rocky suddenly yanked on the lead again, pulling her from Jamie’s touch as Rocky chased Sirius across the sand.

      Jamie laughed. ‘I think it’s time we took these pups to dog training classes, teach them a few manners. Here, let me take your rucksack for you.’

      He slid it from her shoulder before she could protest and started walking towards Starfish Court as if nothing had happened, as if something hadn’t just passed between them. Maybe it hadn’t.

      She searched for a topic of conversation while she tried to calm her heart and pluck up the courage to finally ask him out.

      ‘How are you doing with your idea for the Great Sculptures in the Sand Festival?’ Melody asked, finally finding a nice safe topic. She had missed the festival last year as she had gone away on a two-week holiday with her sister Isla and her nephew Elliot, but this year she was really looking forward to it. The festival kicked off on Saturday with the Great Sandcastle Building Competition, which was only a bit of fun but apparently the villagers got very competitive about it. And come Sunday night there would be hundreds of sculptures filling the length of Sunshine Beach, all of various shapes, sizes and materials. There were going to be lots of different foods and crafts stalls on the beach throughout the day and then the official unveiling of the sculptures was going to happen at sunset, when there would be fireworks, music, dancing and a barbeque with a hog roast after. Everyone in the village was expected to contribute and people from the nearby towns and villages were making sculptures too.

      He paused before he answered, then seemed to change his mind. ‘What are you making?’

      ‘I have no idea, I’m not the least bit practical or creative when it comes to something like this. Give me a necklace, bracelet, ring or brooch to work on and I could do something beautiful. But something big like this, I’ve got no idea. How big does it have to be?’

      ‘Minimum of two feet.’

      ‘God, that’s huge. I don’t even know what I’m going to make it out of.’

      ‘What about using sea glass? Then it captures a little bit of you and your style too. I’ve seen some of your sea glass jewellery and it’s stunning. The sculpture doesn’t have to be anything 3D. It could be flat. A mosaic of your most loved thing in Sandcastle Bay. I would think it’s easier for you to find what your favourite thing is, you haven’t been here that long, so everything is still new and fresh for you. I imagine many of the locals look at it through jaded eyes. What do you love most about Sandcastle Bay?’

      This, thought Melody, walking along Sunshine Beach every day with the man she loved.

      ‘Oh god, probably the sea,’ she said instead.

      ‘Well, that’s easy, you could just do a mosaic of some waves.’ He drew the pattern of some pointy, curly waves in the air with his finger, evidently able to visualise how it would look in his head already, while what Melody was imagining was no doubt something far less amazing. Jamie probably had very high expectations for her waves.

      ‘What are you making?’ Melody said, changing the subject away from what would probably turn out to be very disappointing for him when he saw it.

      ‘I started mine weeks ago. When I thought about the theme, there was only one thing I wanted to make, but I’m not sure it’s really in keeping with the spirit of the festival. I’m not sure if I’m actually going to submit it to the competition.’

      ‘What’s it going to be?’

      He grinned. ‘That would spoil the surprise.’

      She laughed, and their fingers innocently brushed together. She longed to slide her hand into his and she wondered what he would make of that if she did. She glanced down and wondered if his skin would be soft or rough from years of working with clay.

      ‘The sculptures are meant to be things we love the most about Sandcastle Bay,’ Melody said, forcing her eyes away from where their hands were nearly touching.

      ‘Yes, the thing I’m making meets that criteria.’

      ‘Then what’s the problem?’

      He looked down at her as they walked. ‘Because I think people will do sculptures of the ice cream parlour or the famous heartberries or Sunshine Beach or something obvious like that, whereas my sculpture is going to be very… personal.’

      ‘Everyone will interpret that theme in their own ways. Your sculpture is supposed to be the thing that you love the most, not anyone else. You need to listen to your heart.’

      He nodded. ‘You’re right, but I worry what people will think of it.’

      ‘When have you ever cared about what people will think?’ Melody said. Jamie sometimes came across as quiet and sensitive but when it came down to his sculptures he always created the pieces he wanted to make, rather than bowing down to what was popular or fashionable. His sculptures were unique and special, and she loved that he felt free enough to do that.

      ‘I care about what you think,’ Jamie said, quietly and she looked up into his eyes. Her breath caught in her throat again. Why did he care what she thought?

      ‘I love your sculptures, you’re so talented. Why would you care what I think of this one?’

      He pulled a face. ‘Well, you’ll see soon enough. I don’t know if the plan was ever to submit this sculpture. I think it was always just for me. But maybe, if I’m brave enough, I’ll let you see it and, if you like it, I’ll submit it to the competition.’

      He paused to take a photo of a happy-looking elderly lady, paddling barefoot in the sea, her long skirt held up to her knees. He fired off a few more shots from different angles. He was always taking pictures; people, scenery, nature, animals. They all helped to inspire his work. A few weeks before he had taken a photo of her dancing on the beach with her nephew Elliot. Though quite how that was going to inspire him, she didn’t know.

      Sirius leapt towards a seagull barking and yapping and Jamie stopped taking photos and knelt to reprimand the puppy.

      ‘Sirius Black. That seagull has every right to be on this beach, in fact he probably has more right than you do. You can’t bark at him for being in his own home.’

      Sirius sat down and cocked his head as he stared at Jamie, as if he was really listening to him and taking on board everything he was saying. Melody suppressed a giggle as the lecture continued.

      Jamie stood back up and sighed. ‘There’s puppy training classes starting on Saturday, in the town hall. Thought we could go together?’

      Her heart leapt at what sounded like a date but then dropped again when she realised it wasn’t a date at all. Having puppies that were brothers, it made sense to go with one another, especially as they had bonded over the last two months with nursing the puppies together.

      ‘That sounds like a good idea.’

      ‘I need to start leaving Sirius at home soon. As much as I love having him at work with me, Harry, Ron and Hermione are getting jealous that he gets to come to work with me every day and they don’t,’ Jamie said, talking about his three other dogs. ‘And don’t even get me started on Dobby.’

      Dobby was Jamie’s pet turkey who, having been raised with three dogs, was clearly convinced he was one too.

      ‘Is Dobby jealous of Sirius too?’ Melody said, trying not to laugh.

      ‘He’s not exactly happy about there being a new arrival at Meadow Cottage; he keeps stealing his dog food. Sirius loves him of course – well, loves to chase him – and Dobby isn’t happy about that either.’

      ‘Oh dear,’ Melody said, trying and failing to keep the smirk from her face.

      ‘It’s carnage in my house right now; I barely get a moment’s peace.’

      They were approaching Starfish Court, a small cobbled courtyard just off the beach that held a collection of arty shops: her jewellery shop, Jamie’s art studio, a shop that sold glass pieces, pottery, paintings, handmade chocolates, even a tattoo studio. It was a beautiful place and very inspiring. It was popular with tourists too; they always came here when they visited.

      Melody and Jamie were just about to head inside their respective shops, after which they probably wouldn’t see each other until the end of the day. And maybe not even then, as Jamie sometimes stayed late in the art studio to finish his work – he couldn’t take his sculptures home the way she could take home her jewellery.

      So here was the opening she so desperately needed.

      Jamie handed her the rucksack and moved over to the door of his studio. She could see his business partner Klaus already wandering around inside.

      She took a deep breath and, before she could change her mind, she asked him.

      ‘Well, if you fancy a night off from the mayhem, you’d be welcome to come round my house for dinner tonight?’

      That wasn’t what she’d planned to say at all. Not even close. But it was out there now. She had asked him out on a date. She had done it. And it felt wonderful.

      She watched his face for any sign of delight or, worse, shock or horror, but he didn’t give any indication that this was something out of the norm for him.

      ‘Oh, that would be great,’ Jamie said, casually as he pushed open his door. ‘Shall I come by around seven?’

      Melody nodded, and he gave her a wave and stepped inside his art studio with barely a look back.

      She stared after him for a moment and then quickly unlocked her door and let herself into her little shop, settling Rocky into his basket and moving to the tiny kitchenette out the back to make herself a cup of tea.

      That hadn’t sounded like he’d just agreed to go on a date with her. That sounded like he’d just agreed to spend some time with her as a friend. Just two mates hanging out together.

      She thought back to what she’d said to him. Her offer had sounded very casual as well, it was no wonder he had taken it like that. Still, he was coming for dinner at her house. With no distractions, some nice food and wine, maybe she would be brave enough to tell him exactly how she felt for him that night. And, as she resolved to do just that, her head and her heart got carried away with imagining his reaction. She couldn’t help the big smile from spreading on her face.
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      ‘Hey Jamie,’ Klaus called from the far side of the studio as he continued to build his driftwood sculpture. This one looked like it was going to be a wolf.

      Sirius yapped his excitement at seeing Klaus and he turned and beamed, scooping the puppy up into his arms. Sirius licked his face as if they had been parted for months, not just a day. Jamie smiled. Klaus was so huge, and with his long biker beard and penchant for piercings and tattoos, he looked like someone you would cross over onto the other side of the street to avoid. Seeing him be all gooey over a puppy was such a contrast to his hard-man image, but Jamie knew that Klaus had a heart of gold and had never raised his voice to anyone, let alone his fists.

      Klaus looked mischievously over the puppy’s head at Jamie and Jamie quickly moved to the kitchenette, keen to avoid the topic of conversation they had every morning – well, every morning since he’d started walking with Melody to work.

      ‘Shall I make a coffee?’ Jamie said, noisily filling the kettle.

      ‘I’ve already had one, just made one for you too, it’s on your desk. Was that Melody I saw you walking with?’

      Jamie sighed as he moved over to his desk. ‘You know it was.’

      ‘That’s becoming quite the habit,’ Klaus said, a big grin on his face, his driftwood sculpture completely forgotten.

      ‘She lives near me, of course we’re going to bump into each other on the way to work some days,’ Jamie said, knowing that he always used to arrive at work a lot earlier than he had over the last few weeks. These days he timed his commute so he could walk with her instead and he knew Klaus knew this too.

      ‘And now you have a date tonight,’ Klaus said, and Jamie’s head snapped up to look at him.

      ‘It’s not a date.’ It wasn’t a date, was it?

      ‘It sure sounded like she was asking you out on a date,’ Klaus said.

      Jamie thought back to the very casual way Melody had invited him to dinner that night. It hadn’t sounded particularly romantic.

      ‘Hang on, you’ve totally misread this situation. She was just asking me if I wanted to hang out, as friends. There were no big declarations of love.’

      ‘Men and women can’t be friends,’ Klaus said.

      ‘Of course they can, that’s ridiculous. I have lots of female friends.’

      ‘That you hang out with like you do with your male friends?’

      ‘Well, no.’ He thought about Tori, his brother’s girlfriend. He hung out with her sometimes but mostly when he was with Aidan, so he guessed that didn’t really count. He wracked his brains for any other girls that he hung out with and came up blank. ‘But why can’t we be friends? She makes me laugh, we talk a lot, she’s great company.’

      ‘Because at least one person in the friendship always wants more. Case and point, she’s just asked you out. Though she’s probably regretting that right now.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Jamie asked.

      ‘“Oh, that would be great,”’ Klaus said as he quoted Jamie’s casual reply back to him, making Jamie sound a lot lamer than he thought he had. ‘No girl wants to hear that when they’ve been brave enough to ask you out in the first place.’

      He remembered Melody’s face when he had replied. She hadn’t looked particularly overjoyed by his response, but then she wouldn’t be if it had just been a casual arrangement. He groaned – the very last thing he wanted to do was hurt Melody. Maybe he should go over and say how much he was looking forward to tonight, to reassure her. But did he want to go on a date with Melody?

      ‘Your face,’ Klaus laughed. ‘Anyone would think you’ve been asked to eat a jellied eel or clean out a septic tank. Why do you look so terrified at the prospect of going out on a date with Melody Rosewood? She’s wonderful, funny, sweet, intelligent. And I thought you were insanely attracted to her.’

      ‘I am, but…’ Crap, he hadn’t meant to give Klaus any encouragement, but truth be told, he’d had feelings for Melody for a long time, feelings that went way beyond friendship. ‘I don’t do relationships, you know that. I’m lousy at them. You know what happened with Suzie, I broke her heart.’

      God, he still felt awful about that. She had told him she loved him, and he’d very kindly tried to explain he didn’t see her like that. He remembered walking into the pub the night after they’d broken things off and finding her sobbing at a table. She was surrounded by all her friends who gave him death stares as he ordered his pint. Every time he’d seen her after that, she’d burst into tears and hurried away.

      ‘You didn’t do anything wrong with Suzie, you didn’t string her along. You realised after a few weeks that you didn’t feel that connection you were looking for and you ended it. It’s not your fault she fell in love with you,’ Klaus said.

      ‘I know, but…’

      ‘Is it really Suzie that’s putting you off, or is it what happened with Polly?’

      Jamie winced. Because he’d been in Suzie’s shoes himself, falling completely head over heels in love with someone who just didn’t return those feelings. He’d fallen hard for Polly Lucas. He’d thought that what they had was forever and when he’d told her he loved her, and she’d laughed and said it was nothing more than a bit of fun to her, he’d been absolutely heartbroken.

      ‘You’ve known me for a long time,’ Jamie said. ‘Not one of my relationships have lasted. Polly was my longest and even that was only a few months. You know what she said about me, what quite a few women of the town say about me actually. I’m too nice. How can someone be too nice?’ He thought about his other brother. ‘Leo, who sleeps with women once and never calls them again, has girls falling over themselves to go out with him. As a teenager, he smoked, drank way too much and got all lairy. He skipped school, got into trouble with the teachers and police and the girls absolutely loved him, still do. Don’t get me wrong, he’s kind, fiercely loyal and I love him to bits. He has changed a lot since then but why is someone who has such a bad reputation when it comes to women so attractive to them? I can’t treat women like that.’

      He picked up his mug and blew on the steam that billowed from the top.

      ‘Polly wasn’t the first to finish with me, but I decided she was definitely going to be the last. I decided I wasn’t interested in having any kind of serious relationship any more. I wonder if it’s just easier not getting involved with anyone. Then no one gets hurt. I can’t get involved with Melody because I know I could fall in love with her so easily and what if she thinks I’m just too nice for her, it would ruin our friendship. Equally, I never ever want to do anything to hurt her either – she’s my friend and I like her too much to do that. She’s had enough hurt to last her a lifetime, with Matthew dying in that horrible car accident, I certainly don’t want to add to that. We really are better off staying just friends.’

      Klaus placed Sirius down in his basket. ‘Love is a crazy, wonderful thing, it’s not something to run away from, it’s something you run towards. Yes, it’s painful if it doesn’t turn out the way we want it to, but you can’t shy away from it for the rest of your life because it might hurt. Love has a way of catching up with you anyway, and then to do nothing, to stand on the side-lines staring at the thing you want most in the world, that’s got to hurt too. So surely it’s better to be hurt over the things you did do rather than the things you didn’t.’

      ‘But this is Melody,’ Jamie said, quietly. ‘She’s… special.’

      ‘Then isn’t she worth the risk?’

      Jamie thought about this. He couldn’t go out with Melody. She was one of his closest friends and he didn’t want to lose that. He was rubbish at relationships and one or both of them would end up getting hurt.

      ‘Well, if you really don’t think you can go ahead with it, then you need to talk to her about your date tonight. Don’t let her cook you a meal, go all out with candles and romance if you intend to treat the event as just two friends hanging out. You better go over and make clear the parameters,’ Klaus said.

      He sighed but he knew Klaus was right. This was why he shied away from relationships – because people got hurt. Going over to Melody’s shop and telling her he didn’t want a date would hurt her. And if it wasn’t a date and it was just two friends hanging out then that would be a very awkward conversation.
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      Melody pushed open the door to The Cherry on Top, her favourite beachside café. It was owned by Emily, Jamie’s sister, and in Melody’s opinion she made the most amazing food in all of Sandcastle Bay. A view which was obviously shared by most of the residents because, even on a Monday lunch time, the place was almost full.

      It had been a busy morning for Melody in her shop too. Although the schools didn’t break up until later that day, Sandcastle Bay had seen a steady increase in tourists over the last few weeks. The hot weather had sent the holidaymakers to the beach in their droves and many of them wanted souvenirs of their stay.

      She noticed her best friend Tori was already at a table waiting for her and she gave Rocky a little tug on the lead and made her way over. She noticed Agatha, Jamie’s crazy aunt, sitting at a nearby table with her puppy, Summer, curled up in her lap. Agatha’s hair was a bright turquoise today and it matched the sun hat Summer was wearing perfectly. She really liked Agatha, but interfering was almost certainly her middle name. She was desperate to see her and Jamie get together. Agatha would be over the moon if she knew they had a sort-of date that night, something she definitely didn’t want to share with her.

      Tori stood up to give her a hug and, as Melody moved to hug her, she knocked the mug on the table over, somehow catching it with her arm. She sighed with frustration. How could one person be so completely inept and ungainly? Tori quickly grabbed the mug and put it back down on the table; thankfully it was already empty, so there was no mess this time. To Tori’s credit, she didn’t even bat an eye as she moved to hug her again. Melody held her tight. She was so glad Tori was a permanent fixture of Sandcastle Bay now. They had been best friends all her life, even living together in London for several years, but after Matthew’s death had brought Melody to Sandcastle Bay, she had left Tori behind in London and she had missed her so much. Now Tori was living here too, mainly because of Jamie’s brother Aidan, and it meant she got to see her for lunch most days, although she hadn’t seen her over the weekend as Tori had been so busy helping out at Heartberry Farm.

      ‘How’s it going?’ Melody said, sitting down and settling Rocky at her feet. She noticed that Tori was already tucking into a big slice of red velvet cake.

      ‘Good. The fruit-picking season is well underway, we’re busy with the tourists picking raspberries, apples, blackberries, and even some of the strawberries are still ripe at this time,’ Tori said.

      Melody smiled. Life had changed for Tori as well and, to judge from the big smile on her face, it was for the better too.

      ‘Who’d have thought you’d be working here on a fruit farm after living your whole life in London. Do you miss it at all?’

      Tori thought about this for a moment. ‘The coffee is better here than the chain stores, that’s for sure. I never thought I’d say that but it is. I suppose I miss the variety, the different restaurants, the shows and the entertainment. But for me, London was always defined by the time I spent with you, Matthew and Isla. Once you all left, my life was pretty empty without you. This is my home now. I have this amazing view to enjoy every day, I get to spend time with you. I now have two dogs to look after, when I could barely look after myself back in London. It also helps that I get to share my bed with my sexy fruit farmer every night.’ Tori grinned.

      Melody couldn’t help but smile. Tori had closed herself off from love and it had found a way into her heart anyway. She had never seen two people so in love as Aidan and Tori. Tori deserved someone lovely like Aidan and she couldn’t be happier for her.

      ‘I could say the same about you too,’ Tori said, interrupting her thoughts. ‘I never thought you’d call somewhere like this home. You used to love London. Do you miss your life there?’

      Melody shook her head. ‘Not any more. I did. When I first moved here I thought I would go crazy, life was so different. I couldn’t get over how quiet it was. I missed the noise, the shops, the people. I missed the little bakery I’d pop into at lunch time and Mrs Gillespie who always gave me free cookies and told me about her life in America. I missed the next-door neighbour’s dog, who always greeted me when I got home. I even missed Tom, the postman who I had a little crush on and was never brave enough to do anything about. Mostly, though, I just missed you. Over time, you were the only thing I missed. I’ve been here over a year now and I cannot imagine living anywhere else. Everyone important in my life is here. I guess my priorities changed.’

      ‘I never knew you had a crush on Tom,’ Tori said. ‘Why didn’t you do anything about it?’

      ‘Oh god, you know I have zero confidence around men. I can never pluck up the courage to ask them out.’

      ‘But you’ve been out with quite a few men over the years.’

      ‘Yes, but they’ve always asked me out; I’ve never asked them.’ Until today and that hadn’t exactly been a huge success. ‘And only two of those have been serious relationships. Well, semi-serious. The others all seemed to fizzle out before they’d even got started. Men want someone they can be proud to have on their arm, not someone who will throw their dinner down themselves every time they go out to a restaurant or knock their drink over.’ Melody nodded pointedly at the mug she had knocked over minutes before.

      ‘Don’t say that,’ Tori said. ‘Any man would be lucky to go out with you. None of your dates or relationships fizzled out because you were clumsy. They fizzled out because you weren’t right for each other.’

      ‘Kevin dumped me because I dropped his laptop.’

      ‘Kevin was a cock. Could you honestly see yourself spending the rest of your life with him?’

      ‘No, definitely not. Even before that, cracks were starting to show.’

      ‘You’re the loveliest person I know. It’s not a case of you not being good enough for them, but them not being good enough for you. You shouldn’t define yourself by your clumsiness. Those who love you don’t care about that.’

      ‘My dad cared about it. So did my mum in the end,’ Melody said quietly.

      ‘Your dad had a short temper about most things, not specifically about you being a bit accident-prone. Don’t bring that on yourself. And your mum was angry with the entire world once your dad left. Again, that wasn’t to do with you.’

      ‘I know. But it doesn’t stop me being scared of men saying no if I was to ask them out.’

      ‘You’re such an amazing person, you just don’t see that.’

      ‘I’m not exactly beating off all the men with a stick,’ Melody said.

      ‘That’s because you keep your head down when you’re around new people, men especially. You withdraw. That makes it hard for a man to engage with you. Keep your chin up; show everyone how beautiful you are, inside and out.’

      Melody smiled at this loyalty from her friend.

      Rocky stirred below the table and both Melody and Tori looked underneath it to check on him. He yawned and went back to sleep.

      ‘How are your dogs settling in?’ Melody asked.

      Tori and Aidan had adopted Beauty, the mum of the massive litter of puppies, after looking after her in the weeks after the birth. They’d also taken in Spike, one of the smallest puppies.

      ‘Beauty is still scared of her own shadow, but she trusts us and she’s slowly becoming more confident. Beast is still visiting her every day and Aidan hopes he might be able to persuade him to call Heartberry Farm his home eventually, instead of wandering the streets. Spike is the complete opposite of his mum, wants to investigate everything. He’s brave and bold and hilarious to watch. I love having them around. It’s like… we’re a proper little family now. And maybe a few years down the line, we’ll have our own children.’

      Melody smiled at that thought. She and Aidan would make such wonderful parents.

      ‘How’s the advert going?’ Melody asked.

      ‘Good so far.’ Tori’s face lit up at talk of her other job.

      Melody loved hearing her talk about her work. As an animator using plasticine models, Tori was in her element making little adverts for companies. She’d been involved in big animated films and TV programmes over the years, but her heart was in the little jobs she could see through from the very beginning to the end. She’d recently made an advert for Aidan’s fruit farm, starring a cute little heartberry called Max.

      ‘It went out on all social media about two weeks ago and already we’ve seen an uptake on sales,’ Tori continued. ‘I’m just about to finish one starring more of the fruit from the farm. We’ve seen some great merchandise sales too. It will take a while to build but I can see we could do a whole range of adverts, with each of the fruit taking a leading role. I have several other adverts for other companies I’m in the middle of making too, so the Heartberry Farm ones will have to wait a while. Plus, I’ll do one for when Aidan is ready to release his range of fruit pies on the world. Emily is already stocking the pies he is making here, and people seem to love them. He’s so excited about it all but it will be a while before we are ready to do it on a professional basis. We have to get all the certificates but I’m so happy he wants to go down this road. It’s something he’s wanted to do for a while.’

      Emily came over then to take their order as Tori finished off her cake.

      ‘Are you talking about my brother’s pies? The customers love them. Aidan has always been good at cooking, so it’s no surprise his pies have been such a big hit.’

      Tori’s smile lit her face. ‘I can’t tell you how proud I am of him for making this work.’

      Emily nodded. ‘You’ve definitely had a positive influence on him.’ She rubbed her belly unconsciously and Melody smiled. At four months pregnant, she was already starting to show, but she knew that Emily would probably be working in the café right up to the very end.

      ‘You’re busy today,’ Melody said, looking around the packed little café.

      ‘Yes, and Marigold breaks up from school today so I will need to take a few days off here and there so I can do things with her. Although she’s just happy playing with our puppy, Leia. Actually, I was going to come along to your jewellery course next week. Would it be suitable for Marigold too?’

      Melody thought about the course she was running. This was the first time she had done anything like this and it was all a bit up in the air at the moment. She hadn’t quite figured out what she would actually try to teach people in that hour.

      ‘There might be a few things she’d find fiddly and we use a blow torch for some of it, but you could do that part for her. She’d definitely enjoy using the silver clay, anyone can do that.’

      ‘That’s fab, thanks,’ Emily said. ‘I need to find some things I can do with her this holiday. I’ll bring her here too. She loves helping out, which means I can work in our busiest period and spend time with her. I have a few girls who are home from university for the summer who are helping out too, so we’ll manage.’

      ‘You don’t want to take a few months off for maternity leave, put your feet up before the baby comes?’ Tori asked.

      Emily laughed. ‘I haven’t got time for that! Besides, there’ll be lots of time for resting once the little one arrives.’

      Melody doubted that, but she didn’t say anything.

      ‘Anyway, what can I get you both?’ Emily asked.

      ‘I’ll have a sausage sandwich, please,’ Tori said, licking the icing from her fingers.

      Melody laughed. ‘The red velvet cake was your starter, was it?’

      ‘That was just a little snack, I’m starving.’

      ‘I’ll have a cheese and chicken toastie, please,’ Melody said.

      Emily scribbled it all down and hurried off back round the counter.

      ‘So, enough about me and the farm,’ Tori said. ‘Tell me more of your news.’

      Melody looked surreptitiously over at Agatha, who seemed to be engrossed in her book.

      ‘I do have some news actually.’ She glanced over at Agatha again. ‘I did it.’

      Tori, of course, knew of her plans to ask Jamie out, though hadn't known she was going to do it that morning. To be fair, they had been talking about how to do it for the last few weeks and Tori probably thought it was never going to happen. Tori looked confused for a few moments and Melody inclined her head towards Agatha to help her out.

      Tori’s face cleared, a huge smile spreading on her face.

      ‘You did?’

      ‘Yes,’ Melody said. No need to mention that it had been far more casual than she had intended. She has asked Jamie to dinner and he had said yes. That was a tick in her book. ‘And it was a positive result.’

      ‘Ah that’s great, I knew it would be,’ Tori said, attempting to be vague for Agatha’s benefit. ‘I’m really happy for you.’

      Melody sighed inwardly. She wished she could share her friend’s optimism. Jamie was probably going to turn up at her house that night with no idea he was on a date.

      ‘And, um… what will you wear to the… event?’ Tori said.

      ‘I have a silver dress I bought from the charity shop last week, thought that might suit the occasion.’ She chanced a glance at Agatha only to find she was staring right back at her.

      Giving up any pretence of not listening to their conversation, Agatha got up and came and joined them at their table.

      ‘What’s all this then?’ Agatha asked.

      Tori smirked. She knew what Agatha’s interfering was like. She had stuck her oar in at every available opportunity when Tori was first dating Aidan. Now they were happily loved-up and living together, Agatha had turned her attention to getting her other two nephews married off. She had set her sights on getting Melody together with Jamie and she was desperate to see Melody’s sister Isla together with Leo Jackson.

      ‘Oh, nothing important,’ Melody said.

      ‘What’s this event that you’ll be wearing a silver dress to?’

      ‘It’s a jewellery thing,’ Tori said, desperately. ‘An exhibition, craft fair type thing where jewellers will showcase their wares. Melody didn’t think she should go and I encouraged her to go for it.’

      Agatha narrowed her eyes, obviously not believing this for one moment. But there was a jewellery fair over in Penzance. Melody had talked with Tori about how she might go the previous week. She quickly delved in her bag and luckily found the leaflet. She pulled it out and laid it on the table triumphantly. It was an exclusive event and she hadn’t been sure whether her pieces that were popular with the tourists would fit in.

      Agatha studied the leaflet and then sighed. ‘I thought you might have finally plucked up the courage to ask Jamie out. I heard all about the two of you canoodling on the beach this morning.’

      Melody couldn’t resist rolling her eyes. ‘We were not canoodling, I sort of fell and he caught me.’

      Agatha shook her head. ‘He adores you, you know that.’

      ‘We’re friends,’ Melody said. ‘Maybe that’s all we’ll ever be.’

      ‘You are destined to be together,’ Agatha said, her voice taking on a mystical tone.

      Melody suppressed a smirk. Agatha was well known for predicting who was going to marry who, with not much success so far. She was so confident in her ‘psychic’ abilities, despite a large lack of results, that five minutes after Aidan had met Tori for the first time, Agatha had bet Aidan fifty pounds that he would be walking Tori down the aisle within a year of them meeting. She’d also predicted that Melody would be marrying Jamie, which she couldn’t even begin to imagine.

      ‘If you’re so sure he has feelings for me, why hasn’t he asked me out himself?’ Melody asked.

      Agatha shook his head. ‘Jamie won’t do that. He’s been hurt and rejected badly in the past. He’s not looking for a relationship.’

      ‘Then what’s the point in me asking him out?’ Melody said.

      ‘It’s up to you to show him what he’s missing, that being in love is a wonderful thing.’

      Melody sighed. It seemed like a lot of hard work. Surely a relationship should be both parties going into it willingly rather than one more enthusiastically than the other? The heroines in the romance stories she loved so much never seemed to have this problem. The men seemed to go after their women with passion and determination.

      ‘Have you seen your mum lately?’ Agatha asked, seemingly changing subject so fast that Melody nearly got whiplash.

      ‘Um, no, not really,’ Melody said, feeling guilty that she hadn’t.

      Tori smiled at her sympathetically. She knew Melody had a difficult relationship with her mum. After her dad had an affair and walked out on them when Melody was only thirteen, her mum had been angry at everything and everyone, including her, Isla and Matthew. That anger with the world had never really gone away.

      For several years, Melody had wondered if it had been her fault her dad had left. Had she not been clever enough, arty enough, sporty enough? Were her skills as a dancer not impressive enough to make him want to stay? Had she been too clumsy? He always got so frustrated with her whenever she knocked a drink over or dropped a glass or bowl. She’d wondered if that had been the final straw in the end? Her mum had never reassured her otherwise. She spent the next few years studying hard, working hard, trying to excel at every subject. No matter how hard she worked, she never came top of any class. She was distinctly average at everything. Looking back, Melody didn’t know if she was trying to prove her worth to her dad, her mum or to herself, but she never got any praise from her parents. Her dad was absent for most of her teenage years and her mum was wrapped up in her own anger. That had driven a wedge between them that had never been repaired.

      It was only later, when she was older, that she was able to see that her dad left because he fell out of love with her mum, that it had very little or nothing to do with her or her siblings. Maybe her mum’s anger with her dad had always been there, which might have pushed him away.

      After Matthew had been killed in that car accident, her mum’s grief had manifested itself as anger too. When Melody and her mum had moved to Sandcastle Bay to help Isla with the task of raising Matthew’s son, her mum made sure that anyone who listened knew what a sacrifice it had been coming here. Melody had spent a lot of time trying to build bridges when they’d first moved down here. Life was too short to hold a grudge. But she always came away from seeing her mum feeling so frustrated and hurt that eventually the visits had stopped. It was a small village and she bumped into her mum from time to time. Melody was always polite and civil, but she would never go out of her way to visit her.

      ‘Carolyn’s dating again,’ Agatha said.

      ‘What?’ Melody said, in shock, her voice carrying over the whole café so everyone turned and looked at her.

      ‘Are you sure?’ Tori asked.

      Agatha nodded, and Melody couldn’t believe that Agatha knew before she did.

      ‘Trevor Harris,’ Agatha said, knowledgably.

      ‘The policeman?’ Melody asked. He was such a serious man and not someone she would have picked for her mum. But then she never thought her mum would ever find love with anyone again so this was definitely a step in the right direction, no matter who it was with.

      ‘Yes. They’re trying to keep it quiet, they don’t want the whole village to know. But I saw them in here the other day, they were holding hands under the table. She seems… happy.’

      Melody smiled. She liked the idea of her mum dating again. She didn’t know whether they would ever get back the closeness they’d had when she had been growing up – too much anger and bitterness had tainted that for them – but she wanted her mum to be happy again.

      ‘The point being that if someone like your mum, who has been so anti-love for so long, anti-everything by the sounds of it, can take a risk with her heart and find happiness again, then you can too.’

      Melody sighed. She looked over at Tori. Neither she nor Aidan wanted to get involved in a relationship, but they had, and it had worked out pretty well for them both in the end. Maybe it would be worth the risk.
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