

[image: Cover Image]




CRYSTAL CLEAR

Nell Dixon

[image: image]


Copyright © 2010 Nell Dixon

The right of Nell Dixon to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2013

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN : 978 1 4722 0604 6

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Nell Dixon was born and continues to live in a small area of the UK known as the Black Country. She is married and has three daughters. In addition to writing, she works full-time as a health visitor in her local community. She was the winner of the 2007 RNA Romance Prize.

Five interesting things about Nell Dixon:



	1.  

	I once crashed a Sinclair C5 into a tree. (Sinclair C5s were weird little concept cars that looked like go carts.)




	2.

	I’m scared of heights and got stuck on a rope bridge on an assault course and had to be rescued by a very nice army man.




	3.

	I used to be a midwife and have delivered over a hundred babies.




	4.

	I sing to the music in supermarkets, loudly and tunelessly. Strangely, my family prefer me to shop alone.




	5.

	I have dyscalculia which means I can’t remember numbers and often read them back to front.









By Nell Dixon

Marrying Max

Blue Remembered Heels

Animal Instincts




Fall in love with this sparkling story of crystals, chaos and re-kindled romance! For years Zee has tried to ignore her real name (who calls their kid Azure Dawn?) and her mother Marla’s alternative lifestyle. A million miles away from all that new-age nonsense, she’s got a reliable teaching job, a perfect life plan and sensible accountant Simon for a fiancé. But when Marla gets sick, the foundations of Zee’s rock-steady world are seriously shaken. Soon she’s back home, in touch with the boy who broke her heart and even being sucked into one of her mum’s hare-brained schemes. What about Zee’s plans for the future? Could they ever include a free-spirit from her past?
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‘It’s your mother.’

Three simple words that chilled me to the core as I accepted the phone from Joyce, the school receptionist. Point one, my mother never, ever called me at work, and point two, she’d never say she was my mother. She was always Marla – even as a child I had never been allowed to call her Mum.

‘Hello, this is Zee.’ That was something else that was annoying – my name. My given name is Azure Dawn Millichip, but everyone calls me Zee. Who in their right mind would call their child Azure Dawn? Marla, that’s who – and no, I’m not sure she’s ever been in her right mind.

‘Darling, your mobile was switched off.’

‘I was teaching in class. I always check my mobile for messages at lunchtime.’ Marla has always struggled with the concept of time. As a child I’d frequently been either too early or too late for everything until I was old enough to request my own watch. Then I’d taken over the task of getting us to wherever we were supposed to be at the right time.

‘Oh, isn’t it lunchtime now? I hate bothering you, sweetie, I know you have a very important job, but I really need you to pop home this weekend. If you catch the traffic at the right time you could be here for supper.’

I ignored the implied criticism in her tone, since something was definitely very wrong. Marla never asked me to visit. She knew I would come down to stay anyway in a couple of weeks’ time during the school holidays. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘I’m sure Simon would run you here if you asked him. It might be good for both of you, a weekend at the seaside,’ she chirped on, ignoring my question. Now I knew for certain that something was wrong. Marla disliked my fiancé, Simon, even more than she disapproved of my choice of career.

‘Mum – I mean, Marla, what’s going on?’ I dropped my voice when Joyce gave me a curious look. ‘It’s the last day of term and I’ve tons of things to get done.’

‘Zee?’ A male voice came on the line. Rich and sexy with a low, throaty growl to his tone.

The speaker sounded familiar. ‘Who’s this?’

‘It’s Drew.’

A weird prickly feeling ran down my spine. ‘Drew?’

It couldn’t be. Not my Drew – not that he was mine – or ever really had been mine, now I came to think of it.

‘Yeah, um . . . listen, Zee, Marla really needs you to come home.’ His voice was deep and serious, and I heard my mother protesting in the background. ‘I made her call you. She wanted to wait it out but I thought you should be here.’

Okay, this was beyond weird; I hadn’t seen or spoken to Drew since he’d broken my heart in my final year of teacher training. He’d gone away to travel the world and I’d gone back to university. The last thing I’d heard was that he’d gone to live in Australia. Now it seemed he was home and ringing me about my mother – it didn’t make sense.

‘Please can you just tell me what’s wrong?’ It had to be something serious for Drew to feel he had to get her to call me.

Marla came back on the line. ‘I told Drew I didn’t want to worry you.’

‘Marla?’ A tension headache started to niggle over my left eye.

‘I went to the hospital today.’

Oh dear God, Marla never went to the doctor, let alone a hospital. She didn’t believe in conventional medicine. ‘What? A hospital?’

‘I have to have surgery. I’m being admitted on Sunday.’ Her voice wobbled. ‘I need you here, darling. There’s the shop and the allotment and the cat. Drew’s been an absolute angel but . . .’

I sank down on the spare chair with the wonky back that stood in the corner of the office. My knees had liquefied and there was a whooshing noise in my ears. ‘What kind of surgery?’

‘Really, Azure, this isn’t the way I wanted to tell you about this. I’ll explain everything tonight.’

There was no point arguing. I could tell by her tone that I wouldn’t get anything else out of her right now.

‘Okay, I’ll ring Simon and see if he’s happy to drive me over.’

Simon wouldn’t be happy; I knew that already. He and Marla didn’t see eye-to-eye on anything.

‘Darling, Drew will come and get you if Simon is busy.’ Again there was a faint inflection on the word ‘busy’, implying that she knew full well Simon would hate to drive me to her house in Devon.

‘Don’t be silly, Marla. Simon and I will be down as soon as he can get away from the office.’ Anxiety made my voice waspish.

‘Then I’ll see you tonight.’ She rang off.

‘Is everything all right?’ Joyce took the phone back from me and slotted it neatly back in its cradle.

‘No, it’s not, unfortunately. My mother has to have surgery.’ The words slid out of my mouth and that was when it hit me. Marla needed urgent surgery. ‘I have to call Simon.’

Joyce pursed her lips and passed the phone back to me. ‘Ring him from here, dear. You look like you’ve had a bit of a shock.’

Under normal circumstances I would have gone back to the staffroom to ring him on my mobile but I didn’t think my legs would support me on the short walk along the corridor. I dialled his number and waited for him to answer. A bee buzzed lazily against the window-pane outside while Joyce tapped away on her keyboard and pretended she wasn’t going to listen to my conversation.

‘Simon Farrington.’

I pictured him sitting at his desk, crisp white shirtsleeves rolled back as he frowned at his laptop and waited to find out who was calling him.

‘It’s me, Zee. Marla called me a minute ago. I need to go home tonight to stay for a few days.’

There was a pause. ‘Can’t it wait till tomorrow? The traffic will be hell.’ He sounded distant and I knew he was simultaneously reading his email.

‘She’s not well. She’s going into hospital, she needs an operation.’ My throat felt all thick and choky.

I heard Simon sigh. ‘I don’t know what time I’ll be able to get away from the office.’

‘I have to go tonight, Simon.’ Mentally, I counted to three. Marla always said Simon was selfish. If I’d rung to say we’d an invitation out to supper tonight he wouldn’t be making excuses about finishing late, but a visit to my mother was a rather different proposal.

‘Okay, I’ll get home as soon as I can.’ I could hear another phone ringing in the background as he spoke.

‘Thanks, love you.’ The sunlight flashed off the diamond in my engagement ring as I passed the phone back to Joyce again. I knew the journey to my mother’s home in Brixham would be filled with sulky silence.

‘Are you all right to finish off this afternoon?’ She peered at me over the top of her glasses.

‘It’s fine. My mother is a bit of a drama queen, I’m sure everything will be okay. I’ll probably get to her house and find it’s nothing.’ I forced a smile to reassure Joyce. It was a fib, of course; my mother might be eccentric but she was rarely perturbed by anything. I wasn’t sure if my lie was intended to soothe Joyce’s concerns or my own.

There was a tap on the office door and a small worried face peeped in.

‘Please, Miss, Daniel Sugden keeps going into the girls’ toilets and I can’t find Mrs Mount.’

‘I’ll be right there, Lucy.’ I forced myself up from the office chair and followed the girl out into the corridor. Outside in the playground the children were laughing as they played. Only faint screams coming from the toilets confirmed that Daniel was indeed teasing the girls.

I dispatched Daniel back to the football field and resumed playtime supervision. The conversation with Marla still niggled in my head along with long-repressed memories of that last summer with Drew. I’d thought I’d forgotten, forgiven and filed all thoughts of Drew away in my mind. Yet if I closed my eyes, I could see him as he had looked the day we’d said goodbye. I could remember the smell of his skin and the taste of his lips on mine. As if I didn’t have enough to worry about with Marla’s operation, it sounded as if I would have to face the ghost of my romantic past when I returned home.

Lucy reappeared at my side. ‘Shall I ring the bell, Miss?’

I nodded and she scampered away, eager to please. The large brass handbell clanged and the children began to line up, jostling for position in readiness for the end-of-term party. I stuffed my memories back in their box and focused on being efficient Miss Millichip for the remainder of the school day.

The flat I shared with Simon was a short bus ride across the city. By the time I slid my key in the lock it was after five. I stepped over the post that lay on the hall floor and went to dump my bags on the granite breakfast bar in the kitchen. The room felt hot from being closed up all day and there was no sign of Simon.

I collected the post and placed it in its appointed spot for Simon to read when he got home, then unpacked my bags from school. Several boxes of chocolates, two mugs bearing the legend ‘World’s Best Teacher’ and a bedraggled bunch of flowers later, I’d cleared everything away. The sounds of the city filtered through the double glazing and the air was stuffy and oppressive. From my third-floor vantage point the traffic trickled below like streamers of multicoloured ribbons on the tail of a kite.

I poured myself a glass of juice from the fridge and carried it through to the bedroom. Thirty minutes later I’d changed out of my work clothes into a cooler cotton summer dress and packed our bags ready for Devon. I stacked the matched Louis Vuitton cases on the dark red satin throw that covered the bottom half of the bed and looked around the room.

Simon and I had been together for two years. He’d proposed at Christmas, hiding my ring inside a fake Christmas bauble that he’d hung on the tree. I’d moved into his flat on Valentine’s Day, so the choice of décor was predominantly Simon’s. He didn’t like what he called ‘clutter’, so pictures, soft furnishings like cushions, and ornaments were virtually non-existent. Everything was orderly, modern and streamlined, arranged to ‘show home’ perfection. It was the kind of apartment I’d dreamed about when I was younger.

I perched on the edge of the bed and finished my juice. Marla’s home was anything but orderly and streamlined. Knick-knacks and doodahs filled every surface. Crystals were placed in strategic positions around the house to ensure good health, prosperity, happiness and luck. Feng shui principles were considered wherever possible while wind chimes and sparkly glass objects dangled from every window.

The hi-tech alarm clock on the bedside cabinet caught my eye. Simon was late. I walked back through to the open-plan living area and stashed my dirty glass inside the dishwasher. Restless now, with my immediate tasks completed, I paced up and down the polished wooden laminate floor of the lounge and waited for Simon.

I tried to hope that Marla was overdramatising the whole situation and that I’d arrive to discover she was booked in for nothing more sinister than bunion removal. Somehow, though, I didn’t think that would be the case. She never went to the doctor, preferring to use her homeopathic remedies or crystal therapy to treat whatever was wrong.

Plus, there was Drew. I hadn’t even known he was back in England, let alone that he was in touch with Marla. My flesh goose-bumped on my arms and heat tugged at my stomach when I pictured his green eyes. I was going to see Drew again.

I wondered if he’d changed, if he’d married or had a girlfriend. I tried to repress those thoughts, yet the logical, sensible, school-teacher part of my brain told me that all of those things were perfectly possible. After all, I was engaged to be married and living with someone, so why wouldn’t Drew have similar commitments?

Except the Drew I’d known didn’t do commitment – that was why we’d broken up. He’d wanted to travel around the world, see new sights, try new things. I’d wanted stability, order, roots . . . all the things I’d never had while I’d been growing up. So Drew had left with a back pack and his guitar. I’d gone back to college and lesson plans. There had been the odd postcard from various parts of the globe, to be pored over and treasured. Then nothing.

Simon’s key rattled in the front door and I snapped back to the present.

‘The traffic is hell. I suppose you still want to go to your mother’s?’ He dropped his leather briefcase on the kitchen floor and picked up his mail from the worktop.

‘Everything’s packed.’ I waited for him to finish reading and look at me.

‘Okay, give me ten minutes to change.’ His voice was resigned.

‘Thanks.’

He dropped his post down and came over to give me a hug, holding me close to him for a second before placing a kiss on top of my head. I savoured his solid safeness and the smell of his expensive cologne. Simon was everything Drew wasn’t. Simon was security.
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The traffic was every bit as bad as Simon had predicted. By the time we reached the outskirts of Bristol and the start of the motorway section we were down to a crawl. Perversely, being proved right appeared to lift Simon’s spirits and he delved enthusiastically into the bag of wine gums on the dashboard as the middle lane of the motorway came to a full stop once again.

‘So Marla didn’t say what her operation was for?’ he asked.

‘No, she said she didn’t want to tell me over the phone. I don’t think she would have called at all if Drew hadn’t made her do it.’ I stared out at an uninspiring view that comprised the side of a coach and a car-transporter lorry.

‘Who’s Drew?’ Simon frowned.

I’d never told Simon about him. There had never been any need to, and besides, I was sure Simon had old flames that I knew nothing about. He even had some that still worked in his building that I did know about.

‘Just a guy I used to know. I thought he was still in Australia.’ The inside of the car smelled of wine gums and guilt.

‘And he’s a friend of Marla’s?’ Simon slurped on his sweet.

‘I suppose. You know my mother.’

We lapsed back into silence. Everyone in Brixham knew my mother. Marla regularly gave talks on the local radio about alternative living and crystal therapy. She’d even been on television a couple of times when she’d pulled some crazy stunt. In addition to the crystals, she was known locally as Marla the mystic and gave mediumship readings. As a self-conscious teenager I’d hated it. I wanted her to be like my friends’ mothers. They all drove four-by-fours, had dogs and shopped at Sainsbury’s in their designer clothes. Marla rode a bike, grew her own vegetables and dressed like a gypsy.

The traffic picked up speed and we were soon climbing up Telegraph Hill. This was the point in the journey where I began to don my mental armour, ready to cope with my mother and all her eccentricities. I imagined that this time I would need extra protection, since I was going to see Drew. I wondered if he would look the same or if his shaggy hair, bleached by the sun, would have been cut short.

I glanced across at Simon with his corporate close crop and trendy semi-shaved look that hurt my lips when I kissed him. In his designer sunglasses and T-shirt he looked every inch the successful young businessman. It was no surprise that the office girls in his building all fancied him like mad. Somehow, though, he never appeared so desirable when we were in Brixham. Maybe I should have taken the train and left Simon behind in the city. Immediately I felt guilty at being so disloyal and offered him another wine gum – one of the red ones, his favourites.

Finally we were outside my mother’s house, a narrow white-painted Edwardian terrace high on the hillside with vertigo-inducing views of the harbour. Simon squeezed his BMW into a precious tight parking space and hoisted our bags from the boot. The sky above the horizon was streaked with bands of pink and silver from the setting sun; overhead the seagulls wheeled and called to each other. I stood for a moment and allowed the beauty of the place to seep into me before squaring my shoulders ready to face my mother.

As I put my key in the lock I heard the faint sounds of my mother’s meditation music. I’d insisted on keeping a key in case of emergencies when I’d left home. Marla was prone to locking herself out. Simon followed me into the hall with our bags as the evening breeze rippled the wind chime that dangled over our heads. I stepped around the huge chunk of lucky hematite crystal that lay on the quarry tiles of the hall floor like a trip hazard and walked towards the back of the house in search of Marla. I knew where she was likely to be, I simply followed the music and the sickly sweet smell of incense to the small courtyard at the back of the house.

As I’d expected, Marla sat cross-legged on a pile of cushions surrounded by candles, blissfully oblivious of our presence. Simon coughed and she opened her eyes.

‘Azure, darling!’ She leapt to her feet in a swirl of Indian-print fabric to hug me and plant kisses on my cheeks. ‘Simon.’ She dropped me to pounce on my fiancé, knowing he hated her open displays of affection.

‘Marla.’ He stood stiff and awkward in her embrace, nodding his head in greeting as he clung to our luggage like a drowning man to a life raft.

‘Take the bags upstairs and I’ll get you both a drink. You must be parched after driving in this heat.’

Simon didn’t need telling twice and disappeared off inside the house, leaving me with Marla. I switched off her music.

‘What’s going on? What’s this operation for?’ I knew I needed to tackle her straight away. If I didn’t she would dance around the issue for ages.

True to form, she didn’t answer me, but walked back inside the house and into the kitchen.

‘Marla?’ I had to know what was wrong. When she’d first sprung up from her yoga position in the courtyard she’d looked her usual healthy self. Now, as she collected a jug of iced water from the fridge, I saw her hand trembling.

‘Sit down, Azure.’ She indicated one of the small stools she kept under the postage-stamp-sized breakfast bar.

I did as she asked, sliding into the narrow space between the bar counter and the rough stone wall. She poured a glass of water from the jug and took a sip.

‘I have cancer.’

A loud buzzing noise sounded in my ears and my breath stuck in my throat. Unable to speak, I gaped at her and tried to comprehend what she’d said. It wasn’t possible, there had to be a mistake.

‘I found a lump in my left breast. I waited a few days and did some crystal therapy but nothing changed, so I went to a doctor.’

Old people and smokers got cancer. Not Marla, she was the poster child for a healthy, organic diet. She lived on seeds, nuts, vegetables and wheatgrass. She was only forty-seven. She couldn’t have cancer.

‘What did they say? Have you had tests? How long has this been going on? I’ve called you every week and you’ve never said a word about this before.’

‘It’s all happened quite quickly. They have this new system – well, I don’t know if it’s new, but they call it a fast track. I had a mammogram and a biopsy, then the consultant went through the options with me. They want me in this Sunday.’ She moved her shoulders in a resigned sort of shrug.

I stared at her as the meaning of her words finally began to sink in. She appeared the same as always. Slender and delicate with her wild, dark hair loose about her shoulders. Clad in her familiar fitted T-shirt and flowing gypsy skirt with a gold bangle round her ankle. She looked well and healthy. It didn’t make sense.

‘What are they going to do?’

She took another sip of her water. ‘It’s a lumpectomy. If they find it’s more when they do the operation then they’ll . . . remove the whole breast.’ This was the point where her voice quivered.

‘Oh my God.’ I jumped up from my stool to hug her, causing the water in her glass to splash out on to the counter.

‘It should all be fine. Depending on how it goes they’ll decide my follow-up treatment quite quickly. Probably radiotherapy, they said.’

Tears poured down my face and wetted the shoulder of her T-shirt.

‘Azure, my sweetheart, I knew you would be like this. Positive thinking, darling, that’s what’s required,’ Marla chided.

I fumbled in my pocket for a tissue and dabbed at my eyes. I could hear Simon walking around on the squeaky floorboards upstairs, no doubt busy unpacking our bags and hanging our clothes neatly inside the wardrobe.

‘How long will you be in hospital?’

‘Only a few days. I’m told it’s not a big procedure if everything goes to plan.’ I suspected she was downplaying the seriousness of the situation to avoid upsetting me.

‘I can’t believe it. Why didn’t you ring me sooner?’

‘There wasn’t anything you could do, and besides, everything has happened so quickly.’ She picked up the water jug again and poured me a glass. ‘Your grandmother would no doubt have suggested brandy for shock,’ she commented wryly as she passed me the glass.

I took a dutiful sip of water. Brandy sounded like a good idea to me, iced water wasn’t quite the same.

‘Drew suggested I ring you as soon as I got back from the hospital. I’m going to need your help for a while to look after the shop.’

‘Of course. Simon has to go back on Sunday but I’ll stay for as long as you need me.’ My mind went into a whirl with all the things I needed to plan for my stay. The upstairs floorboards squeaked again, reminding me of Simon’s presence. I longed to ask about Drew and where he fitted into all this, but decided to wait.

‘Anyway, we can sort everything out tomorrow. You and Simon must be starving,’ Marla announced, and opened the fridge door to peer hopefully at the contents.

Simon appeared in the kitchen at the mention of his name.

‘How about some fish and chips? My treat.’ She closed the door and I guessed there wasn’t anything in there that Simon would eat. She looked around the kitchen for her purse.

‘It’s okay, we’ll walk down and get it. Would you like something?’

I needed to talk to Simon. I wasn’t sure how well he would take the news of my staying in Brixham. From what Marla had said, I would need to be here for the whole of the six-week holiday.

‘Nothing for me, darling. I ate not long before you arrived.’

Simon and I left the house and walked down the hill towards the chip shop. The evening air had grown cooler and goose bumps appeared on my bare arms. Simon looked as shocked as I had been when I told him Marla’s news. It still hadn’t really sunk in, and I knew the least little thing would start me crying again if I thought about it too much.

‘How long do you think you’ll need to stay here for?’ Simon asked after we’d collected our chips and were trudging back up towards the house.

‘I don’t know. At least for the next six weeks or so. I’ll know more after she’s had her operation.’ We paused by a low stone wall and looked back towards the harbour as we caught our breath. Pretty coloured lights gleamed in the dusk like jewels in a necklace and the boats in the harbour bobbed gently up and down in their moorings.

‘I don’t know how often I’ll be able to get down here.’ Simon frowned.

He wasn’t very good with illness. If I had a cold he would avoid me completely, even sleeping in the spare room in case I contaminated him. Add in the fact that he disliked Marla almost as much as she disliked him, and I knew he wouldn’t be rushing to come here, not even to see me. It was probably just as well. Marla would be under enough stress without the added strain of pretending to be nice to my fiancé for my sake.

‘I’ll have to be here to look after Marla, and then there’s the shop. It has to stay open, it’s the busiest time of the year for her.’ Marla had a shop on the main street called the Crystal Palace; she sold all kinds of gem crystals and holistic therapies, charms and doodahs. Some of her stock was for the tourist trade but she had other, more expensive things for the serious collector.

I poked a hole in my paper bag and extracted a lovely fat vinegar-soaked chip. I nibbled thoughtfully on the end and ignored Simon’s disapproving expression.

‘Until she’s had her surgery and I see how the land lies, I won’t know the extent of the help she’ll need.’

We carried on walking. I knew Simon wouldn’t eat his food till we were back inside the house and he had a knife and fork, but I carried on picking and eating as I walked, relishing the tang of the salt and the warmth of the hot potato. It would have been nice to take our food down by the sea and sit on one of the benches overlooking the water, but Simon disliked al fresco dining.

Not like Drew.

The traitorous thought sprang up from nowhere and I remembered an evening sitting on a beach. The sand had still been warm from the sun and we’d fed each other chips and drunk cider, cold from the bottle, while we watched the sun set. We’d listened to the dull roar of the waves and laughed at silly jokes.

Simon led the way into Marla’s kitchen. ‘I’ll find some plates.’

Somehow, once we were seated and our supper was taken out of the paper bags, the pleasure had gone and the food didn’t taste the same.
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Marla had already left to open the shop when I went downstairs to breakfast with Simon the next morning. I’d arranged to meet her there so I could reacquaint myself with everything.

‘You won’t have to be there all day, will you?’ Simon clumped around the kitchen opening and closing the cabinet doors on a futile quest for cornflakes.

‘No, I don’t think so. Marla has people who help out at weekends. It’s so I can get used to the till and stuff.’ I found Marla’s big plastic tub of homemade muesli and put it on the breakfast bar in front of him.

He pulled a face and sipped his orange juice. ‘We could go out for the afternoon, have some supper at a restaurant?’

‘Sounds nice. Marla might like to join us for a meal. She probably won’t eat any of the hospital food when she’s admitted tomorrow.’ I ignored the sour quirk of his lips at the mention of my mother joining us for supper.

‘I thought I might go into Torquay for a few hours.’ He picked an apple from Marla’s hand-carved fruit bowl and polished it on a tea towel. ‘Shall I text you when I’m done, and we can meet for lunch?’

‘Good idea.’ I finished my drink and collected my bag, ready to leave. Simon would enjoy browsing around Torquay’s designer menswear shops and sitting in one of the outdoor cafés by the marina where he could admire the yachts.

The morning air was already warm with the promise of a hot, sunny day. Marla’s shop, the Crystal Palace, was situated in the centre of the town. I sauntered down the hill, enjoying the feel of the sun on my skin and the sound of the gulls, but not looking forward to working in the shop. During my childhood we’d moved dozens of times until finally, when I was fourteen, we’d settled here, in Brixham.

Marla had opened the Crystal Palace and I’d spent weekdays after school had finished, weekends and holidays serving in the shop. The customers usually fell into two categories: they were either tourists, looking for sparkly knick-knacks as souvenirs, or they were bona fide crystal junkies. The genuine aficionados were the worst. They knew the meaning of every crystal and wanted advice on wands and elixirs for various illnesses.

My pace slowed of its own accord as I reached the main street. The shops were full of local people hurrying to get their shopping done before the park-and-ride bus started to deposit the holidaymakers. The bakery, greengrocer and newsagent all seemed to be doing a roaring trade. Further along by the harbour, numerous gift shops were displaying stands of shrimping nets, postcards and saucy bumper stickers.

The Crystal Palace had a double front with windows either side of the door. Over the shop, in common with the rest of the street, was a small flat, which Marla sublet to a rather dour middle-aged single woman called Esme. It gave her some extra income and provided security for some of her rarer crystals by having someone on the premises.

I could see silver wind chimes and ghastly resin fairy figurines through the window, glittering in the morning sunlight. Lurid dragons and feathered dreamcatchers were positioned at the perfect height to catch the attention of children looking to part with their holiday spending money. Instinctively, I took a deep breath. Nothing had changed since my last visit. I don’t know why I thought it would have. The Crystal Palace had always looked the same, right down to the giant stone fossil centrepiece on its podium in the middle of the shop floor.

The wind chimes tinkled as I pushed the door open. The scent of roses and lavender from the baskets of potpourri at the side of the cash register was thick on the air. A pretty, dark-eyed girl, aged about sixteen and with long brown hair, drifted towards me.

‘I’m Zee, Marla’s daughter.’ I held out my hand.

The girl gave a hesitant smile and took my fingertips in a brief handshake. ‘I am Katya.’ Her English had a heavy accent and I wondered where she was from.

‘Azure!’ Marla swept in from the door at the rear of the shop which led to the stockroom and the upstairs flat. ‘I see you’ve met Katya. She’s a real treasure.’

I smiled politely at the young assistant. ‘That’s great. I’ll need all the help I can get.’

The wind chimes overhead sang out as the shop door opened behind me.

‘Hi, Zee, I see you made it back.’

Even before Drew spoke, I’d known it was him. A sixth sense told me he was near me. Hell, five minutes in my mother’s shop and I was already behaving like her.

‘Drew.’ Annoyingly, his name squeaked out of my mouth as I turned round to face him.

My heart skipped a beat. He hadn’t changed, though his shoulders were broader and the tanned muscles of his arms indicated a life spent working outdoors. He was still unmistakably Drew, from the faded tan T-shirt stretched taut across his chest to the well-worn snug-fitting denim jeans. The crinkles at the corners of his eyes were deeper, as were the smile lines round his mouth. My mouth dried at the note of challenge in the dark green depths of his gaze.

‘You look good, Zee.’

I fought the urge to toss my hair back in a flirty flick. I’d taken a little extra care with my clothes this morning, choosing fitted navy capri trousers and a pretty blue strappy top. I didn’t want to examine my motives for this, nor for doing my make-up so carefully. ‘Thanks. You still have your hair.’

Where had that come from? Probably some subconscious wish that he might have gone bald in the last nine years so that I wouldn’t find him attractive any more.

He raked his hand through his dark gold mop of hair, a slightly puzzled frown on his face.

‘Yep, it was still there this morning when I showered.’ A glint of mischief appeared in his eyes.

My pulse picked up just as I heard a soft and disapproving ‘tsk’ noise from Katya; probably she had a major crush on Drew. That could mean that he spent a lot of time around here, maybe too much for me to feel comfortable.

‘Well, you know, people’s appearances change. It’s been a long time.’ I tried to ignore the heat creeping into my cheeks.

Marla brushed past me, the swirling cotton of her long skirt cool against my calf. ‘Katya, please can you help me unpack this stock?’ She waved a graceful hand in the direction of a stack of boxes in the far corner. Katya followed, her frequent backward glances towards Drew betraying her interest rather too obviously.

‘I didn’t know you were back in Brixham.’

He gave a careless shrug. ‘No reason why you should.’

He was right. There was no reason at all why I should have known he’d returned to Brixham, but somehow I still felt I should have done. ‘Are you home for good?’

Another shrug, making his T-shirt – which advertised a big rock band – ripple with the movement of the chest muscles beneath the fabric. ‘Not sure.’

I lowered my voice and glanced over to where my mother and Katya were arranging snowglobes on a shelf. ‘Thanks for making Marla call me.’

Drew shifted his feet and looked uncomfortable. ‘Yeah, well, I thought you should know.’

Okay, so Marla and I weren’t especially close. I love her, she’s my mother, but we’re very different people. It doesn’t mean I don’t care or that I neglect her. I call her at least once a week. I visit every school holiday and, before Simon, I used to pop down for weekends. Drew had no business judging me, since his relationships with his own family had always been pretty strained.

‘Are you living near here?’ He can’t have been that far away as Katya appeared to know him quite well and he’d clearly been spending time with Marla.

‘Um, yeah, quite close.’ He cleared his throat. He looked uncomfortable and I wondered what was bothering him.

‘Marla said you were engaged. Congratulations.’ He glanced at my left hand.

The large princess-cut diamond twinkled on its gold band as I shifted my fingers and felt strangely ill at ease.

‘Thanks. How about you? Are you engaged or married or anything?’ I tried to keep the enquiry casual. I knew Katya and Marla were both listening in on our conversation, even though they were pretending they weren’t.

The corner of his mouth lifted upwards in a wry twist. ‘No, you know me, I like to travel light.’ He looked directly into my eyes as he spoke and I knew he was remembering parts of our past.

‘Rolling stones collect no moss.’ I forced the phrase out. My initial irrational elation that he wasn’t married with a family was instantly deflated by the knowledge that Drew hadn’t changed at all. Nine years later it sounded as if he was still unable or unwilling to commit to anyone or anything.

Marla got up from where she’d been kneeling on the floor and walked back over to join us, her bracelets jingling as she moved. ‘I’m going to show Azure the stock and refresh her knowledge of the till. Why don’t you come back in an hour or so – you could go for coffee together and catch up?’ She smiled up at Drew.

‘I said I’d meet Simon for lunch.’ I wasn’t sure about spending time alone with Drew.

‘Sure, it’s early still. Plenty of time.’ He smiled. He knew I felt uncomfortable.

‘Great, see you in a while. Take the back stairs, it’ll save you walking round,’ Marla said.

‘Thanks.’ He strode across the shop and disappeared through the door that led to the stockroom and the stairs of the flat.

‘Where is he going?’ I hissed the question in Marla’s ear.

‘I’ve rented him the upstairs flat. Esme has emigrated to live with her sister in Canada. I needed a trustworthy tenant and Drew needed a place to live. Fate is a wonderful thing.’ She beamed at me, her clear blue eyes, so like my own, appearing innocent of any hidden intent.

‘Wonderful.’

Drew was living upstairs. My stomach gave a funny little flip at the thought.

Marla had always had a soft spot for Drew, and I’d sometimes wondered if that was why she didn’t like Simon. Drew and Marla had a lot in common. Like my mother he loved to travel and experiment with new things and new places. Marla’s adventures had been severely curtailed when she’d had me, but I knew she still dreamed about all the places she wanted to go and the things she longed to do.

I’d experienced enough travelling in my childhood when Marla had moved us from place to place. One day we would be living in a camper van and eating noodles from plastic bowls, the next we would be squatting in some palatial old house which the owner had left empty. Every time I made friends or settled into a school we would be off again.

Customers began to trickle into the shop and Marla took me to the till for instructions. It surprised me how quickly it all came back once I’d rung up a few sales. Katya was very good at answering enquiries, although I couldn’t shake off the feeling that she didn’t like me much. It wasn’t anything in particular that she said or did, it was just a vibe I got whenever we spoke.

Time passed quickly as I found my way around the stock and familiarised myself with Marla’s routines. Before I had a chance to think of a good excuse to avoid going for coffee with Drew, he was back.

‘Ready for a break?’ He leaned his forearms on the side of the counter as I carefully wrapped a delicate amethyst crystal in tissue paper.

‘I think I should stay here and—’

‘Of course she is. You two go and catch up with each other.’ Marla deftly removed the crystal from my grasp and sealed the tissue wrapping with a shop label.

Katya glowered at me as I bowed to the inevitable and followed Drew out of the shop. The streets were crowded now, bustling with holidaymakers and locals alike who browsed in windows and caught up with friends. I folded my arms defensively across my chest as Drew led me down the street towards the harbour.

I knew where we were heading. Five minutes’ walk would lead us round the sea wall where children would be catching crabs with nets. Right across the road was a small café. It was the place we used to meet in, the place we’d sat inside on wet days and watched the rain come down while we drank tea and ate scrambled egg on toast.
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