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            Chapter One
      

         

         Rosy jumped into her car and sped through the village as quickly as she could without knocking over small children, trying to maintain as professional a look as possible in case she was seen. Headteachers were not allowed to scowl in public, and vehicular manslaughter was obviously a no-no. She whizzed past the last stragglers from school and the thirteenth-century church on the corner, its Grade One listing and historical importance ignored by the teenagers getting off the secondary school bus and sneaking into the graveyard to have one last cigarette before reaching home.

         The rows of cottages all jumbled together and daubed with the pastel colours of sage green, baby pink and ice-cream yellow – colours of Cornwall in the summer – receded into the distance as she passed the central hub of the village. The local shop, recently revamped, was now a pale slate grey and stocked with halloumi, hummus and miso paste, a nod to the gentrification of the village as Cornwall had become fashionable again and property prices had shot through the roof. It was at complete odds with its tatty neighbour, the butcher’s, which hadn’t been repainted since the nineties and had a window chock-full of community posters, yellowing and curled at the edges, inviting residents to events long since passed.

         She careered past the pub and then the beach, heaving in the summer months but empty at this time of year, and the ice-cream shop, boarded up until Easter when hordes of barefooted families would suddenly appear, snaking all the way back to the sands.

         Nearly home and with minutes to spare, she just had to get past the final row of fishermen’s cottages and she could pull up in her driveway and grab the one book she had forgotten this morning.

         Her cottage came into sight, the late winter sun bouncing off the granite, lending warmth and making the quartz deep in the stone sparkle. The exposed walls were different from many homes in the village, most of which were prettily painted and as fresh as gin and tonic as the sun sets. Rosy’s cottage was more of a well-loved local ale, one with bits bobbing in it. Its neighbour was the same, both boldly joined together in their rebellion.

         As she turned into her drive, Rosy caught sight of the higgledy-piggledyness of the roof, all uneven tiling and indents, and the stunted, windblown cherry tree in the front that exuded character and never, ever failed to make her smile. She had spent many hours wondering how the tree had become windblown, protected as it was by walls all around the front garden. There was just a little space that had been taken out to make way for a drive, and a small gate embedded in the front with its promise of a secret garden.

         For her the cottage summed up Cornwall; sometimes wild and grim and grey but, in the right light, welcoming, quirky and warm. The cottage seemed honest, somehow, more in keeping with Cornwall’s past. Rosy was fairly sure that the fishermen and smugglers of yesteryear weren’t big on sage green or baby pink.

         Today, though, was one of those rare days where Rosy didn’t have the time to smile at her cottage’s eccentricities and meander slowly up the drive, drinking them all in. Indeed, this time she ran from her car, falling over her feet and then through the door, hallway and into the kitchen, her heart pounding, slowing only as she spied Rufus Marksharp’s writing book on the kitchen table.

         The day had already been difficult, filled with staff absences, glitter-dough vomit, hijacked lunch boxes and World War Three breaking out over the school hamster, but at least she would no longer be mauled into itty-bitty pieces by Rufus’s mother at the after-school meeting she had recently demanded. She was a woman who never failed to make Rosy think of a velociraptor, stalking the playgrounds, hunting in the hallways and watching, always watching. That woman could drape herself in as much Cath Kidston as she liked; she was fooling no one.

         Rosy now had only ten minutes to get back to the school so she could listen to just how gifted Rufus was. She was going to have to keep herself in check, be professional and a little bit less of a grouch. She knew that her mood today had been tetchy – she had even scowled at four-year-old Billy during maths when she had to firmly remind him, twice, that in school one kept one’s trousers on.

         Heading towards the kitchen door, book in hand, Rosy spied a small metal tin on the worktop. Her smile returned. That was just what she needed. A nutty millionaire’s slice. She flipped the lid and snatched a piece, ramming it into her mouth before it crumbled into nothingness and the caramel wrapped around her fingers. Perhaps one more bit, maybe two.

         Now she really did have to move! She raced to her car, hopped in and started to reverse down the drive.

         Screech! She was forced to jam the brakes on, a peanut falling from her mouth onto her dress as she was jolted forward. Where on earth had that come from? Blocking her drive was a removal lorry, big enough to house a circus and not showing any signs of moving. That had definitely not been here when she had arrived. With only a few minutes left before she was due to sit in a teeny-tiny chair with a woman reputed to down entire careers with one glance – rumour had it she could take out small island nations in less than three minutes – she was going to need to move fast.

         She blared her horn as hard as she could. No movement. She needed to get out of the car and track the removal men down. Up until now she had been curious as to who her new neighbours were going to be, but now, at this moment, she wasn’t fussed about finding out. She just wanted them to move their truck so she could get back to school. The last thing she needed was Mrs pain-in-the-arse Marksharp kicking off about her reliability. Oh, for goodness’ sake! Where was that lorry driver? Beep! Beep!

         With the truck clearly empty and no patter of removal men’s feet, she jumped back out of the car, dark hair flipping up and down against her shoulders, and stalked down the drive towards the cottage attached to hers. What were they playing at? Honestly, upsetting your new neighbour before you had even unpacked was a stupid thing to do.

         As is shouting at your neighbour on their moving day, her sensible voice pointed out from the back of her mind. No one is doing this on purpose. It’s just life. Be nice. Get the lorry out of the way and then be on yours. Do not cause a scene with people you have to live alongside for years. Imagine if someone drove past and witnessed her screeching like a banshee. The embarrassment may kill her. The village would be agog to hear that Rosy Winter had lost the plot.

         Rosy paused on her driveway to take a deep breath. As she stood there she noticed a silhouette just by her wall. She raced towards the road and spotted someone in front of her tree, holding onto something presumably from the lorry. It was hard to distinguish what it was in this light, and she squinted to see if that helped. It didn’t. More importantly, the minutes were whizzing by. A groan escaped her lips as she pictured Mrs Marksharp arching an eyebrow and checking her watch. She scrunched her nose and practised her best caring-new-neighbour face but it seemed that today not even her face was prepared to be obedient. She could feel her eyes thinning and her mouth dropping as her features seemed determined to rest in their most resolute do-as-you’re-told teacher face.

         Realizing that wrestling with her face was not getting her back to school any quicker, Rosy approached the removal man standing by her wall, who was as oblivious to her presence as he had been her car, chattering away on his phone. Uh-huh, so that’s why he hadn’t responded to her beeping. Thankfully, Sensible Voice was dominant in her head, calmly but forcefully repeating ‘more flies with honey than vinegar’, although Cross Voice had also popped up, whispering about people on phones and social deterioration in pure 1950s BBC tones. As she got closer she realized that the previously unidentifiable shape she had spied by her tree was some kind of rolled-up rug, balanced on the upper part of his body.

         She came closer still and, as he remained absorbed, stood on tiptoes to tap the man on the back of his rug-free shoulder.

         There was no response as he nodded and made ‘hmm’ noises into his handset. Was her tap too light? She could feel her teeth clench. Maybe she needed to punch him? She could almost hear Marion Marksharp’s fingers tapping at breakneck speed on a desk. She should definitely punch him.

         She most definitely should not! Although as she uncurled her fist, a glimmer of a smile crossed her face. It was a pleasing thought, but as a headmistress and infant teacher, she wasn’t going to damage her hard-won reputation by hitting men in the village. Or anybody, anywhere. Tap, yes, she would just tap him again. But a little bit harder this time. Tiptoes up, fingers out, there, and again. Perfect.

         ‘Excuse me.’ Rosy used her firmest tone.

         ‘Yep, yep, just keep him for me until tomorrow… I know… look, I have to go.’ The man, with a voice so deep it jolted Rosy’s core, spun around to see her standing there and broke into a million-kilowatt smile. Rosy’s desperation to get back to her classroom and her fervid hopes of Rufus’s mother’s approval were suddenly blown to bits, completely forgotten. She smiled back so widely that her ears hurt and she sensed the warmth of a massive blush flush up her cheeks.

         ‘Hello.’

         ‘Hello,’ said Rosy, really aware of her face. And not quite sure what she was supposed to say next. Oh my goodness! Then she remembered how cross she was about her car being blocked in, and how, as she had learnt rather forcefully at nineteen, one did not trust men that exuded sex quite as blatantly as this. Damn her fickle soul! However, she still wasn’t actually speaking, just standing there. Like a lemon. But clearly not as sharp.

         ‘How can…’ Ravishing deep-voiced sex-radiating man, who she couldn’t help but notice had rather broad shoulders, paused and rapped his fingers on his forehead and then smiled even wider. ‘You’re from next door. And I’ve blocked your driveway. I’m so sorry, just give me a few minutes and I’ll move it.’

         ‘Um, I don’t have a few minutes.’ Rosy surprised herself at the slight snap of her tone, but she was frustrated both at her inability to articulate moments earlier and her shallowness in the face of equally superficial beauty. Particularly as she had thought she had learnt – aced – that lesson. ‘I have an appointment at work in ten, no five, minutes flat, please could you move it now? Like right now?’

         Great, she had gone from mute to overly aggressive. No, no she hadn’t. She’d stood her ground. Her shoulders rose and a confident – sort of – smile returned to her face, the blushing gone.

         ‘Of course, I’ll go and get it done now, right now,’ he teased. ‘It’s just there’s something magical about this place, isn’t there? Calming. It’s as if the sea breeze, and the history…’ He waved his arm at the cottages and widened its scope to take in the picture that lay before them: the houses almost layered on top of each other, the narrowness of the streets and their downwards tilt towards the sea. ‘…they seem to slow everything down.’

         ‘Well, yes, they do but…’

         ‘You wouldn’t believe how tricky it was getting through the lanes with this thing.’ Again he gestured but this time towards the van. ‘But with the windows open and the breeze whooshing in you kinda feel as if everything will just be OK. I had to stop at the top of the main road, by the turn off to Penmenna, at the brow of the hill that looks across the bay. I’d seen it before but still the beauty takes your breath away. It’s almost like a dragon resting his head between his paws, the shape of the peninsula, I mean. I don’t actually see dragons everywhere. I’m not that sort of person, but still it just struck me. I supposed you’re used to it, living here.’

         Rosy was split in two; she was still in a hurry but never before had she heard anyone vocalize the sleeping dragon theory. It had always been how she described the shape of the promontory in her head. And that place at the brow of the hill – that was one of her absolute favourites, filling her with that safety-of-home feeling as she saw the fields rolling down gently to the coast. Of course, up close, the coastline was far more ragged than tranquil, jagged rocks and secret pathways leading to hidden coves and dangerous riptides. The sleeping dragon, serene from afar but perilous when explored.

         ‘I don’t think you ever get used to it. The beauty of the coastline still takes my breath away and I’ve been here years and years now. And time does seem to move slower down here. Whenever I visit anywhere else my head spins with the speed at which everything rushes past – I’ve got used to Cornish time, that’s for sure.’

         ‘And it’s not just the coastline – the whole county is like a different world, certainly different to the rest of the country, don’t you think? They say the light in St Ives is magical, but I think that the whole of Cornwall seems to have that magical sense to it, as if nothing can go wrong here; all your ills will be cured. You must think I’m being naive but really I just can’t believe I get to live here. And in this village, too. It’s so picturesque, postcard perfect, like someone envisioned the most idyllic place they could and pop, it appeared. I know I’m meant to be unpacking the van but I keep getting sidetracked. Every time I grab a box something else catches my eye and before I know it I’m just stood here staring at beauty. Oh, I’m sorry. You’re in some kind of mad rush and I’m banging on about scenery – I apologize.’

         ‘It is beautiful, and any other time I would be happy to chat but I’m just in such a hurry. I’m sorry.’

         ‘No, all my fault. I’ll move the van now, right now, promise. No more interruptions.’ And with a broad smile, and added eye sparkle, he wandered off towards the house. In the opposite direction of the lorry.

         ‘Wow! Really?’ Rosy muttered and ran her hands through her hair, shaking her head. She may as well just set up a camp bed right here and accept that Mrs Marksharp was going to be waiting all night. Clearly this removal man was a perfect fit for the Cornish pace of life.

         ‘I’m fetching the keys,’ said the removal man over his shoulder. His words hung heavy with amusement but were accompanied by a crashing tinkle as the rug he was carrying knocked a terracotta plant pot from her wall.

         The dried-out earth and dead stick it had contained lay on the pavement between them, the baked clay spread into chunks and shards. Rosy just stared, eyebrows almost shooting from the top of her head and fighting to keep her hands off her hips, as the removal man knelt on the pavement and slowly swept it into a little pile with his hands, the rug now lying at his side.

         She had kept the pot there on the wall for the last couple of years with the full intention of clearing it out and replanting something a little less dead. Probably this weekend. What was this man going to do next? Moving the van quickly didn’t seem to be on the agenda.

         ‘I’m sorry. I’ll sort it out properly in a moment. This really is not a great start, is it? But don’t you worry about it, I’ll have it as good as new before you can blink.’

         ‘Don’t worry about the pot, please could you just move the van?’ Desperation had replaced that fleeting misplaced spark of lust. ‘I’m going to go and wait in my car.’ Perhaps a final winsome smile would help. ‘Please, thank you. Please?’

         ‘Be right with you, promise.’ He beamed, moving with a bit more speed towards the cottage.

         And Rosy headed back to her car to wait, wondering if she was ever going to make this meeting and really hoping that no one had noticed her stamp her foot.

          
      

         A few minutes later and Rosy was inside her classroom, thankful that Marion’s tendency to wander around the school causing trouble meant that her own tardiness had gone unnoticed. Not so lucky was the Class Two teacher, Harmony Rivers, currently being harangued by Mrs Marksharp as she attempted to cross the playground.

         Harmony relied upon conflict resolution techniques that nodded to New-Age theory to defuse situations between seven-year-olds, but a smudge of lavender oil and a talk about doing unto others was not going to appease Marion. Rosy, for kindness’ sake, was going to need to intervene, but as she stood up Mrs Marksharp turned and headed to the classroom.

         Rosy let her breath fill her chest before gently exhaling and letting the air slowly play on her bottom lip as the head of the PTA wandered into her room. It wasn’t that she was physically intimidating as such… well, she was a bit: all that perfect blondness and skin that looked as if it were stretched a little too taut. Very thin and as quivery as a racehorse, she was one of those women who was constantly looking over your shoulder for someone slightly more important to talk to – which was fine because it meant that after a minute or so of insincere chit-chat she would be heading off to buttonhole someone else. What was frightening was when you were the number one person she wanted to see; then there was no hope of escape.

         That overdone beam was now heading her way, eyes lit with a determined glow as she approached. It took all of Rosy’s professionalism to maintain eye contact and not visibly gulp.

         ‘Hello, it’s soooo good of you to fit me in, Rosy.’ Mrs Marksharp addressed all the staff by their first names. She had confided to Lynne, the teacher Rosy shared her class with and friend, that she thought it created a strong bond. Lynne, in turn, confided in Rosy that as far as bonds went, she’d be more comfortable with masked men, rope and some gaffer tape, but didn’t want to give Monster Marksharp ideas.

         ‘Now the thing is, I really need to talk to you about Rufus. You see, he is so gifted and I’m very worried about the absence of challenge.’ She drew back the tiny plastic chair and sat herself down, motioning to Rosy to do the same. ‘Well, as a mother, you see, who wouldn’t be? Why, only the other day he was trying to make olive oil in the conservatory using our olives and a screwdriver. Obviously he didn’t mean to smash the glass, but that’s the price you pay for having such a bright boy. And then last week he fed the chickens Miracle-Gro – such a lateral thinker!’

         Forty-five minutes later – all of which were devoted to how special Marion’s three boys were – Rosy managed to escape, but only after promising to sufficiently stretch Rufus, despite her own doubts about his natural genius.

         The more surprising aspect of the conversation was Marion confiding that she had heard whispers that the Local Authority had bought a large tract of land on the outskirts of Roscarrock. If this were the case it could have ramifications for the school. Roscarrock was where most of the Penmenna children went for the next step of their education so if it was for a new secondary school that would mean a shiny new school for them once they became eleven, but if it were for a new primary then it could impact negatively on Penmenna’s future numbers. Either way, she made a note for Sheila to see if she could find out more.

         Sheila was the school secretary and Rosy’s PA and was teetering on the brink of retirement – teetering being the key word. Sheila was lovely, the most supportive and compassionate woman Rosy had ever met and surely on a list somewhere for potential sainthood. It was just that if anyone had given Sheila that list, she would have promptly lost it, or scrunched it up, or run it under water and used it to dab a grazed knee. She reminded Rosy of a little dormouse behind her desk – petite, smiley, oh-so-cute and just as effective. Dormice may have no role in the running of an efficient school, but Sheila had been at Penmenna since the year dot, and was as much an institution of the school as the Nativity play, so it was a matter of just riding it out until retirement rolled around. And making sure she wasn’t allowed near any of the important stuff. This job should be safe with her, though.

         Dropping a note on Sheila’s desk, Rosy crossed her fingers and headed back to the office to tackle another new government directive to increase efficiency and standards. Then, four hours after the supposed end of school, she set the alarm, turned the key in the lock and headed home to a large glass of wine and a little bit more caramel shortbread.

          
      

         The windows shook for the full length of the five-minute journey back to the cottage as Rosy sang along with the radio and the smile returned to her face.

         ‘Ricooooochet… da da da da da da… titaaaaniuuuum!’ Maybe she had been a tad rude to the removal man? It wasn’t his fault she’d had a crappy day and left Rufus’s book at home. The last time she had felt such an instant, visceral attraction as she had this afternoon was upon meeting Josh, and that hadn’t ended well. Perhaps her snappiness was her subconscious trying to protect her? Regardless of the reason, she should apologize when she got home. Yes, that’s what she’d do, make a cup of tea and apologize.

         But when she pulled up in the drive, there was no sign of the removal van, either responsibly or irresponsibly parked, although the lights sparkled in the cottage next door for the first time in ages. She wondered if the new neighbours would have children. A couple more on the roll was always a good thing in a rural school.

         Tomorrow was Saturday so she could bake them something yummy and go around to introduce herself, and hope her reputation wasn’t tarnished forever because of her uncharacteristic snappiness with their removal guy. Perhaps she could ask them to pass on an apology for her? Perhaps she could make another cake for them to pass on with it? Everyone liked chocolate cake, didn’t they? Perhaps she should just stop worrying and not be so neurotic? She was self-confident and in control. She had just been assertive – that was good. Plus the man had been quite smiley; he hadn’t seem perturbed by her foul temper. And he had broken her plant pot – that was quite remiss of him. Yes, she’d just leave it.

         As she parked the car and headed towards her cottage, something on the doorstep caught her eye. What was that? The late January evening was pierced by the glare of her outdoor light, making it impossible to define what was sitting upon the step. She walked up to the shape to find it was another terracotta pot, but this one didn’t have a dead stick in it; no stick at all. She picked it up to take it inside and have a better look.

         The light showed that it was certainly in better condition than that which had been broken. The pot itself was full of rich-looking compost and had a note attached. Kicking her shoes off, she headed to flick the kettle on as she unfolded it. There, in what she could only term as a creative scrawl, were the words Sorry about the pot, and the van, here’s something for spring.

         What a lovely thought. It certainly went above and beyond all expectations. Damn! Now she doubly wished she had asked his name, and not been so rude. She would have to say something to her neighbours in the morning. There was no way she could let a kindness like this go unremarked.

         Rosy hugged a smile to herself. The day hadn’t been that bad; she had survived Marksharp, and then to finish it was her lovely doorstep gift. As she curled up, slippers on, remote in one hand, tub of ice cream in another, she popped the TV on and prepared to relax. But all night that smile stayed on her face, and broadened every time she looked up at her promise of spring on the window sill.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
      

         

         The next day Rosy was determined to have a long laze under the covers, read a book and drink two cups of tea before getting up properly. Her mind may have been awake far too early (it didn’t seem to understand weekends) but there was no way she was going to let her body comply.

         One cup of tea and a couple of chapters down and a thump thump thump on the door jolted her from her Saturday morning idyll. Popping her head out of the bedroom window, she spotted that it was for her new neighbours instead. It was going to be weird having people next door, because despite years of decoding the bumps and bangs of her previous neighbour, she had been used to complete silence for several months now. And liked it. It meant she could sing as loud (and it was loud) as she wanted, into hairbrushes and wine bottles, without any shame.

         Their visitor was very glamorous, draped in a fake fur coat, balancing upon heels higher than any ever seen in the village before, and hair so perfectly styled she must’ve risen at dawn. As Rosy examined the top of the woman’s head she could almost hear the twitter of small birds embedded within the pyramid of blonde hair à la pre-revolutionary French court.

         This vision of perfection was tarnished by the dog accompanying her. The woman was gripping the lead fiercely and glaring at the dog as if she didn’t trust him one iota. Which, given the look of him, was probably wise. He was the scruffiest dog Rosy had ever seen, a great big tangle of dark grey with a very naughty look on his face. Rosy’s profession meant she was well versed in Very Naughty Faces and this one was glowing with mischief. Glowing with mischief as he jumbled around his owner’s feet, looking as if he would topple her any minute and quite deliberately so. Rosy’s heart melted a little bit.

         Having knocked at the door again, the woman was now trying to stop the dog’s antics by whipping the end of the lead at him. Rosy tried to stifle a giggle; she knew that the dog was going to love this game.

         Perfect Hair glanced up at Rosy’s window, after a poorly aimed kick caused the dog to speed up the circles he was gleefully running in, and tutted loudly. Which, combined with the sneer she shot at the same time, was a pretty impressive skill. Rosy had a quick try, but it wasn’t as easy as Perfect Hair made it look.

         However it seemed neither sneering nor tutting was persuading the dog to obedience. He was now snapping at her ankles, darting in and out as he did so and increasing Perfect Hair’s bad temper. She knocked again, but less glamour-puss, more police raid this time, loud enough for the dog to pause in its tumble and look startled.

         ‘Honestly, you didn’t need to lock the bloody—’ Her voice, loud and a combination of rage and drawling entitlement, was cut off mid-sentence as the door opened. Then, with another high level of skill, she managed to deliver two killer looks consecutively, one at the door-opener, who was hidden from view and Rosy was itching to see, and an even more brutal one up at Rosy’s window.

         Normally remorse over snooping would have made Rosy duck back behind the window. She wasn’t a natural curtain-twitcher, but the dog’s antics had been so compelling she hadn’t realized she was still staring until Perfect Hair’s second pointed glance of evil.

         The hairs on the back of her neck fizzed and then her arm jerked up, but instead of pulling the curtains shut and bowing her head in shame, her fingers waggled in greeting, a grin – as mischievous as the dog’s – on her face in the split second before her second new neighbour stormed into the house. She supposed that was two apologies she owed them now!

         More irritatingly, there was no way Rosy was going to be able to get comfy back in bed now. It was almost as if having been seen up she was duty-bound to actually get up. She knew it wasn’t pleasant to judge people, especially not at first glance, but she had a feeling that she and the next-door neighbours might not get on. Fancy not being able to be nice to something as cute and fluffy as that dog! She wondered what the husband was going to be like. Was he also going to be a perfectly coiffed city type that kicked small animals?

         Enough with the judgements. Power of positive thought (Harmony would be proud) – her new neighbours were bound to be lovely and she should know better. She was going to stop assuming the worst and do some baking. That way she could get a welcome-to-the-neighbourhood-sorry-I-was-peeping cake made, race through her chores and maybe take a quick, reaffirming walk on the beach.

         Two hours later there was a lemon drizzle cake cooling on the side, the house had been cleaned, albeit in a fairly slapdash way, top to bottom, her wellies were on and a chocolate cake was in her hands. She was all ready to head next door. Mean preconceptions were forced out of her head, and gratitude for the sweet plant pot by their removal man was at the fore. She gave a little shake, reminding herself not to stare evilly at Perfect Hair, and to make a point of passing on her gratitude for the plant whilst looking as welcoming as possible. Beam, beam, beam.

          
      

         The winter sun was streaming through the breaks in the cloud as she wandered down her path and through the country-cottage gate that took her, in turn, to their gate and path, the clouds of pink flowers cascading down the drystone walls as was typical of the county. Balancing the plate on her hand carefully, she knocked loudly on the door and, biting her lower lip, braced herself to meet the family that would be living next door to her for the foreseeable future.

         Her heart sank as the woman from earlier answered the door. Fake smile plastered on Rosy’s face, she proffered the cake.

         ‘I thought I’d come and say hello, and welcome to the village. I live—’

         ‘It’s not me you want,’ snapped Perfect Hair.

         Thank the Lord for that, just keep smiling.

         ‘Stay here!’ the horror barked as she spun on her vertigo-causing heels and headed back into the cottage. She was swiftly replaced by the four-legged ball of wool that came bowling down the hallway and started jumping up at Rosy.

         Kneeling down with her plate held high, she made a fuss of the little thing. He really was the cutest dog ever, like a big old ball of tumbleweed. He started jumping up, licking her face and sniffing for cake, presumably desperate for affection if Perfect Hair was what he was used to.

         ‘Scramble, get down. Leave her alone, here, let me take that,’ came a familiar male voice suddenly standing over her and removing the plate.

         Rosy looked up to see the smiling face of the removal man from yesterday and once again could feel a flush seeping from the roots of her hair down to her toes. Oh, bloody hell!

         ‘And let me help you up.’ He reached out his free hand to her. ‘Scramble, get back! I’m so sorry, but if it makes you feel any better he’s a good judge of character. He just never really got the hang of puppy school.’

         ‘He’s OK. I don’t mind. Really, I don’t. He’s just saying hello.’ Please stop blushing, please stop blushing, don’t say that out loud. She noticed he was holding the cake. Oh God, what was it she had wanted to say?

         ‘I thought, since I’m your new neighbour, I’d better come and say hello properly and bring you cake to welcome you officially to the village and so on. Everyone is pretty lovely here really, I’m sure you’ll settle in just fine.’ Great, now she was prattling. What was happening to her?

         ‘That’s really kind of you, especially after I messed you about last night. My name’s Matt, by the way, and it’s a pleasure to meet you – officially, that is.’ He stretched out his hand and twinkled his eyes. Rosy hadn’t realized that ‘twinkled’ was something you could do before now. But she was learning.

         Oh yes, hand, um, shake. She remembered what she was actually meant to do, as opposed to just staring at said eyes. She stretched her hand out towards his and as their palms touched a shock tingled all up her arm and through her body. Oh, this was delicious. No! No. Not delicious, ridiculous, that’s what this was. Behave yourself, she chastised her disobedient body. For God’s sake, woman! You’ve got to live next door to him.

         Besides which, look at his girlfriend. He is not going to be interested in someone whose idea of style is anything that can be achieved in less than five minutes. Actually, thank God for Perfect Hair, otherwise she could have been tempted to break her cardinal rule of dating. And this was exactly the sort of man that her rule had been designed to insure against.

         She realized this handshake was going on a bit too long. She dropped his hand and forced herself to look at his face. Eye to eye, like a normal person making contact the first, oh all right, second time. Oh, bloody hell, maybe not the eyes! Now what was it he had said? Of course, that was right…

         ‘Um, Rosy, and it’s a pleasure to meet you properly.’ She managed to control her urge to drop a curtsy, and congratulated herself for beginning to sound more like a lucid adult. ‘And I’m sorry I was a tad grumpy last night but I had had a difficult day.’

         ‘Grumpy? Not at all. We had blocked you in, and then I broke your pot. I reckon I should thank my lucky stars you didn’t troop around brandishing a pitchfork.’

         Rosy giggled, relatively normally. ‘No, I find poisoned chocolate cake is a far more discreet method. It’s funny though, I was going to ask my new neighbours to thank you. I should know not to make assumptions and I had assumed you were the removal guy. I’m pleased I was wrong and that you are my new neighbour so I get to thank you in person. Thank you. That was a lovely thing you did. That plant pot is so much nicer than my grotty old one. And it looks like you planted something in it too. I was really touched. In fact, despite my day, your gift meant that, come the end of the evening, I was smiling.’

         ‘Well, I’m a man with lots of plant pots and I do like the thought of making you smile. Be warned, I may besiege you with them.’ Twinkle repeated twinkle.

         ‘You’re welcome to,’ she replied. Was this exquisite man flirting with her? Were her initial instincts right? He clearly wasn’t to be trusted. Dear God, did she just think the word ‘exquisite’? Hmmm. She needed help! Rosy blushed again, but this time she thought the warmth flooding her body was less feverish than before. With any luck it was a dainty pink rather than the unattractive beetroot glare of earlier. Somehow she managed to maintain eye contact and keep talking.

         ‘Be warned though, I’m rubbish with plants, they seem to wither and die the minute I look at them. I wouldn’t want you to waste your efforts.’ Her head was exploding with the effort of normal conversation. She seemed to have developed some kind of split personality with half her brain filled with a hallelujah-ing chorus of angels and the other half occupied by her tearful, traumatized nineteen-year-old self shaking her head furiously at her adult self.

         ‘Oh, I don’t think they’d be wasted, I’ll just have to show you what to do.’

         Yes please, thought the naughty part of Rosy joyfully, shutting down her own whispers of warning. They stood and looked at each other for a millisecond longer than was normal and she swore her tummy squirmed. Actually squirmed.

         A high-pitched shriek from Perfect Hair, a room away, smashed their momentary silence.

         ‘Matt. Matt! Will you please put her down so we can get on with our day!’

         ‘I’m sorry about that, she’s intolerably rude!’ responded Matt, eyes rolling like a surly fifteen-year-old.

         ‘No, that’s fine. I have to get on with my day too. Anyway, it’s a pleasure to meet you properly.’

         ‘It was. An absolute pleasure. I’ll see you soon.’

         Adrenalin still pumping, she offered up a quick prayer of thanks to the girlfriend, feeling that she had been saved from a weakness she had thought no longer existed. She switched right back to neighbourly and gave him a final smile as he showed her out.

          
      

         As Matt shut the door his smile dropped. He turned and headed into the kitchen where his earlier guest was waiting for him.

         ‘For Christ’s sake, Ange, do you have to be so rude? I’ve just moved in – she’s my neighbour. Could you try not to upset her, or anyone else in the village, just for the first day or two, perhaps?’

         His guest yawned and flicked a pistachio shell across the kitchen counter.

         ‘She’s dowdy and a peeping Tom, and who gets up and bakes a bloody cake? On a Saturday! That’s what Waitrose is for. Silly cow. Silly cow in a stupid primitive county.’

         ‘This county is one of the most beautiful places in the country – beaches, moors, sunshine, peace and quiet. And not so primitive that it’s prevented you from jumping in my car at the crack of dawn to drop the dog off before I’m settled in!’

         Angelina smiled, stood up and pulled Matt into a massive hug.

         ‘You’re welcome. Besides, who the hell else would put up with me? And for that matter who would have helped you with Scramble? Honestly, he’s a nightmare. I couldn’t keep him any longer. Do you know he chewed one of my Louboutins last night? I’m billing you.’

         Matt gave in to the cuddle and grinned at his difficult, pain-in-the-arse baby sister. ‘I’m not paying until I actually see the damage. And stop eyeing that cake with evil intent, it’s mine and you don’t eat cake anyway, you freak. And what do you mean a peeping Tom? I think she’s cute. Do you know that last night she actually stamped her foot at me? I don’t think she even realized she had done it.’

         ‘Hmmm, I bet she does it all the time. I was standing on the doorstep, waiting and waiting for you to answer, and she was spying on me from her upstairs window. On top of which, people who stamp their feet clearly have emotional issues. Demanding narcissists. You can’t spend time with those sorts of people, it’ll bring you down.’

         Matt’s eyes widened and he blinked slowly before speaking. ‘Your lack of self-awareness never fails to amaze me. As for spying? I don’t think so.’

         ‘My what? Honestly, you talk such rubbish! And what else do you call someone watching someone else? When I saw her, she shot back behind the curtains quicker than a wink and then, get this, had the cheek to come back out again and taunt me. She did.’ Angelina’s head was nodding fast, emphasizing the truth of her statement.

         ‘She probably heard poor Scramble’s cries for help, desperately calling for rescue from your dastardly clutches. You’re lucky she didn’t come racing out of her house and wallop you with her rolling pin so she could set him free.’ Scramble jumped up high onto Matt’s lap and curled his lip at Angelina in agreement. Matt loved this dog. Angelina remained oblivious.

         ‘Yeah, I bet she has a rolling pin too, and one of those poncey cake stands, and watches Bake Off.’

         ‘Everyone loves Bake Off. What is wrong with you? I’m serious. You are not normal, you know.’

         ‘Pfft. You’ve been saying that for years. But you still love me.’

         ‘True, but I don’t really have a choice. Look, stop being such a cat and help me work out how to get that beautiful brown-haired domestic goddess interested in her slightly scruffy neighbour.’

         ‘No, I cannot. You said you weren’t interested in dating for a while. And you know I have the perfect friend lined up for you. You’re going to love her. Much better for your career and she’s got this season’s Birkin.’

         ‘Oh please, not again!’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three
      

         

         Rosy had fled down her neighbour’s path and marched as quick as her legs could take her to the coast, pausing only for breath once the familiar kick of salt and seaweed hit her senses. Storming along the coastal path, framed by gorse and bracken, she soon left the wide open sands of Penmenna and reached her favourite cove, smaller and more intense than the beaches that the tourists sought. Enclosed by rocks and far more darkly Cornish, it provided the perfect escape, only used by locals or hikers stopping for a brief rest, and they were few at this time of year. It was as if someone had tipped her upside down and jiggled her about until everything was loose, and this cove was the perfect place to rebalance herself.

         Years of careful compartmentalizing had been smashed down in one quick motion simply because she had had such a physical reaction to her new neighbour. An appreciation of a dishy removal guy was fine, but finding that he had moved in next door was just too much. The fact that his oh-so-sexy-eyes-and-mouth combo had been so reminiscent of Josh’s was bad enough, but to have him move in next door, well that was just cruel. And the timing – unbelievable!

         She sank onto the slate that covered this particular beach, pushing bits to one side and allowing her fingers to dig deep into the sand that nestled below, resting her aching calves and trying to gain a little perspective. Where to start? The neighbour, Matt, was not Josh. This she had to remember; it would be unfair to assume that he shared the horrendous character traits of that man, just because he had the same stomach-twirling effect on her. She wasn’t nineteen years old any more and was far from the impressionable, naive girl she had been at university. She was now an experienced, organized and grown-up grown-up who was not going to make the same mistakes as she had as a teen. This would all be fine. Her breathing, however, was not getting any easier; in fact it was becoming more ragged. Breathe in, hold for three, breathe out. And repeat. And repeat.

         This was silly, she knew it. One bad experience did not shape your life, not unless you allowed it to. And she had worked so hard at making sure it didn’t. She had full control of her life, by having – and keeping – one very simple rule. The Rule (and she liked to refer to it as that in her head, the capital letters highlighting its importance) was that she would never date anyone who lived nearby, hence keeping her private and professional lives completely separate. Completely separate. Completely under control. She would never be embarrassed in that way again.

         Yes, Matt may have twinkly eyes that screamed knowledge of all things naughty, and hair as curly as that of Scramble’s (she had always had a weakness for curly hair), and he had potted her up a plant for spring (which in itself was the most romantic thing someone had ever done for her) but there were several pertinent facts she had to remember.

         Firstly, Matt had a girlfriend, a very high-maintenance girlfriend, and a tendency to flirtation even when said girlfriend was in the next room. Men like that were never to be trusted. Secondly, even if Matt turned out to be the perfect man, he had moved in next door – she would not risk upsetting her life just for sparkly eyes and a nice gesture. That sort of chaos was to be very deliberately avoided. She had The Rule for a reason. This was good; this was almost a whole battalion of red flags waving. The dog was cute, though – she could be friends with the dog. Perhaps if she had a puppy, that would help. She could take it to school, and she’d have company in the evenings, something to cuddle up to.

         She snuggled deeper into her scarf as the cold stung her ears and her cheeks. The wind curled the waves into arches, ferociously crashing onto the shoreline, and Rosy repeated to herself: Matt with the beautiful shoulders and let’s-take-our-clothes-off eyes is to be avoided. Avoided at all costs. Matt is not Josh, so don’t be mean but definitely don’t flirt any more. You are kind, you are nice, you do not bat your lashes at another woman’s man. You can be welcoming, you just can’t fancy him. At all.

         She let the rhythm of the waves, as they peaked and smashed, take over her thoughts and was soon calm enough to open her book and lose herself in its pages for an hour or so. By the time she left she was feeling a lot more grounded than she had upon arrival.

         She was walking back along the coast path when her mobile pinged. Service out here was sketchy so she was surprised to get anything. She checked her phone and bit her lip. How had she forgotten that? With the chaos of yesterday and the sheer force of this morning’s sexual attraction/panic, all thought of tonight’s date had been pushed out of her mind.

         She used the term ‘date’ loosely. It was, without quibble, a date – a meeting of two single adults with the sole purpose of seeing whether there was the chance of a future relationship. But she knew before she got there that the chances were unlikely.

         She had been Internet dating for a little while now – it had worked for a couple of her friends, and with her rural location, her rule about not dating locally and her lack of desire to travel twenty miles to hang out in clubs alongside people she had nothing in common with, Internet dating seemed like it may be the only solution to her unrelenting singledom.

         She wasn’t sure why she had been single for so long. She may not be as attractive as Perfect Hair but she wasn’t a complete troll and every now and again she did get the odd glance on the street. She assumed it wasn’t because she had a horned back and webbed feet that she was unaware of. However, glances or not, no one ever asked her out.

         On the less superficial side, she was well educated, had a job that she loved, was articulate, passionate even, about certain things, didn’t mind watching football or rugby and enjoyed cooking. What more did a man want, for God’s sake? Some days she was fairly sure that even if she learnt to play the harmonica whilst juggling fire-lit batons and stripping down to some nipple tassels, she still wouldn’t attract a mate.

         And it wasn’t that she was desperate, but she liked men and was ready for that easy companionship and the camaraderie that some of her married friends had. Regular sex would also be a bonus. A really enjoyable, almost forgotten bonus. She just had to find someone who was as busy as she was and understood that she needed to be sure before she committed herself and introduced him properly to her life.

         Admittedly there were bits of a relationship she could easily do without. Lynne’s Dave, for example, piled up musical instrument parts in the kitchen and liked medieval dress. Lucy’s husband shouted at the news all night and got arsey whenever she suggested they change channel, and she was fairly sure there was something dodgy going on with Tim, Alice’s boyfriend – no one needed to walk the dogs for three hours every evening, did they? So keeping someone at arm’s length until she was sure was sensible, not at all weird. She just needed to find someone who agreed with her.

         She’d started Internet dating a couple of months ago, and had lost count of the amount of failed dates. All right, she could probably remember them all if she tried hard, but some of them she actively wanted to forget – particularly Tony, who had suggested, three minutes in, with tongue hanging out, that they check sexual compatibility before ordering the starters.

         And some of them had been so dull she had considered running to the ladies’ and escaping out of the window or painting awake-looking eyes on her eyelids so she could have a quick doze without appearing rude.

         Despite this, she was sticking with optimism and was going with the ‘if you keep trying then all will come right’ view rather than the ‘a fool is a person who constantly repeats the same mistakes’ that was slowly becoming the more dominant voice in her head.

         Hence she had a date lined up for tonight, as she had most Saturday nights since she’d decided that this was her solution. Experience was telling her tonight was not going to be a winner, but her innate (or was that inane?) hopefulness was not letting her give up.

         Just because Simon, tonight’s candidate, wasn’t proving too sparky on their online chats didn’t mean he wasn’t a good man. Teaching had taught her that if you gave someone a chance, looked a little deeper, real treasure could be found. So she applied it to her dates – give them a proper chance and search for the sparkle.

         Lynne said that there was such a thing as being too nice, and sometimes people didn’t have hidden depths, just hidden dark, and that a level of discernment was required with this whole thing. Rosy agreed to a point. She was discerning enough to refuse to date the seven – yes, seven – different men who had inboxed her pictures of their willies, but otherwise still stuck to her ‘everyone deserves a fair chance’ thing.

         Which was why she had agreed to meet Simon for drinks in Plymouth later tonight. She had registered only for dates with men from Devon, close enough to get to, far away enough to ensure they didn’t know anyone locally, had never heard of Penmenna School and were unlikely to turn up for dinner unannounced.

         Simon had started chatting to her a couple of weeks ago, and although he hadn’t exactly made her laugh out loud, or even snigger, he did at least seem relatively stable and secure. An all-round nice guy and therefore worthy of a chance.

         It was just unfortunate that with his considerate gesture and downright titillating physicality, Matt had made her completely forget about Simon this evening. Should she cancel? Was it fair going on a date with someone when all you really wanted to do was strip your next-door neighbour down to nothing and encourage him to keep his promises about teaching new things? Or, at the very least, spend the evening fantasizing about it. No, all that was surely evidence that she needed to go on the date, and give it her all. There would be no fantasizing about her neighbour; she would not become a laughing stock again.

         She looked up to see she was already back in the depths of the village. Her musings meant she had walked back on autopilot, completely oblivious to all around her.

         Her musings had, however, reinforced her resolve. She would not allow herself to be fazed by her new neighbour. It was obviously a test she had been given and one she was ready to pass. Looking up, she realized she was at the village shop – she’d nip in and buy herself some chocolate. Maybe a small bar after a late lunch would cheer her up a bit and help her get ready for tonight. Maybe that late lunch should be a Creme Egg?

         As she headed back towards her cottage, three large (large) bars of Galaxy and some chocolate eggs rammed in her handbag making the climb up the hill a bit more tricky, she caught a glimpse of Perfect Hair giggling as she slapped Matt on the arm whilst they were walking to his car. Glued to the pavement, she watched as he took a swipe back at her hair – brave man – with those beautifully shaped arms and then dart out of the way. It was an intimate gesture and Rosy could feel her eyes narrow before she forced them back to their normal shape as quick as she could. Life wasn’t fair sometimes, but she could do this, she could live next door to the most beautifully perfect physical specimen she had ever seen and try not to care. More importantly, she was going to find that sort of intimacy for herself, that closeness; fear was no longer going to hold her back. She grinned a wide easy grin. Simon, hang on to your hat, tonight is going to blow your mind!
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