

[image: cover]









[image: images]







Contents


Dedication


Acknowledgements


Prologue





Chapter   1


Chapter   2


Chapter   3


Chapter   4


Chapter   5


Chapter   6


Chapter   7


Chapter   8


Chapter   9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42





Copyright




To Helen




Acknowledgements


My thanks to; Val Jennings. Sue Barker. Hepzibah Harries-Pugh M.A. B.A.(Hons). Terry Wright.




Prologue


On a beautiful September week-end, in the quiet sea-side resort of Merebank Bay, Amelia was married in the family’s prestigious hotel, The Portland Arms. Unfortunately, things didn’t go to plan when a long-held secret was broken, and a family was torn apart.


When a convoy of inexperienced fishermen arrived to take advantage of the newly opened cockle beds, it meant almost certain disaster. Five years later, things have changed, but secrets remain. In this pacey sequel to The Cockles of Your Heart we are re-introduced to the believable characters in a gripping novel with many interwoven strands. And Bryony is back!




Chapter 1


The gliding, upward spirals of seagulls rising on the thermals of warm air were mesmerising and soporific, and soothed by the murmur of voices, Sharon found herself drifting between sleep and wakefulness. Roused by Tom’s laughter, she pushed herself into a sitting position, and looked over to the barbecue where he was placing the king prawns on the grill. Always the last to be cooked, it was a sign for her to bring out the salads and dressings.


When he was satisfied everything was under control, he rubbed greasy hands down the front of his apron and picked up two bottles of lager from the improvised ice bucket. Holding one in his outstretched hand, he passed it to Damian while simultaneously tilting the other to take several deep gulps.


‘So, how does it work then?’ she heard him say, as he wiped frothy lips with the back of his hand, ‘do they actually give you a pile of pornographic magazines, and leave you to get on with it?’


Sharon held her breathe. The couple had made no secret of their desire to start a family but this wasn’t the appropriate time to discuss it, especially with Tom’s typically blunt approach. Damian seemed quite relaxed about explaining how he hadn’t needed any assistance, but a bloom of pink was already deepening Louisa’s sun-tanned face.


‘I’m so sorry about that,’ Sharon said, ‘to say Tom doesn’t always think before he speaks is an understatement.’


Don’t worry,’ Louisa replied, ‘I know it’s silly, but I can’t help being a bit embarrassed at the thought of what Damian has to do. I prefer to think of it as a simple medical procedure instead of the image which immediately jumps to everyone’s mind. Damian doesn’t seem at all bothered.’


Sharon wriggled her toes into the flip-flops by the side of her sun bed. ‘I’m quite sure I’d feel the same as you, but Tom wouldn’t be fazed at all. It’s a man thing I suppose. Just look at them now, fooling around, they’re worse than the kids.’ They both watched as Tom speared a large sausage with the long- handled fork and held it up in the air. Sharon groaned, guessing what might be coming next. ‘Does this remind you of any-one?’ he asked. Putting her head to one side she pretended to give it serious thought. ‘Not really,’ she replied, ‘it looks a bit puny to me.’ It was the kind of answer he was looking for and his reaction had them all laughing again. She turned to Louisa and said wryly, ‘Now that definitely is a man thing.’


Fortunately, neither of Damian’s parents appeared to be aware of the gist of the men’s tomfoolery; Marie was concentrating on the elaborate sandcastle she was building with Lily and Ben, and Stuart was immersed in the local newspaper. Since Sharon and Tom had come to live in Merebank Bay, Marie and Stuart had taken them under their wing and become like grandparents to the children, a role which was welcome on both sides.


Picking her way across the improvised patio, she went towards the house which bore more resemblance to a building site than a home. Swallowing her frustration, she tried to imagine the state-of-the-art kitchen, which Tom assured her would soon be filling the empty space where the newly plastered walls were a dusty shade of pink, and the air was heavy with the smell of dampness.


In the place designated as the utility room, but which temporarily housed an oversized fridge-freezer, she was surprised to see Sam haphazardly shuffling things around in the fridge. He’d left the house earlier, on his way to play in the school football team. At his previous school he’d been one of the star players, and everyone had expected an easy transition to the team in his new school, but it hadn’t happened. Although he’d been picked for the squad, he spent all his time as a substitute sitting on the bench.


‘Hi, love,’ she said. ‘what are you looking for?’


‘Hi, mum,’ he mumbled, ‘something to eat, I’m starving.’


Putting the bread and a selection of salads on the trays ready to take out, she tried to keep her tone casual. ‘I didn’t expect you back so early. Aren’t you supposed to be playing football?’


‘Mum, you know I am, don’t pretend you’ve forgotten.’ Shrugging his shoulders dispiritedly, he added, ‘I didn’t get picked again. So, I left.’


Sharon knew he hadn’t helped his cause by leaving, but there was nothing to be gained by telling him what he already knew, so she decided to leave it for now. ‘There’s plenty of food out there,’ she told him, but he shook his head. ‘Why?’ she asked, ‘you like your dad’s barbecues.’


‘I do,’ he said, ‘and I like Louisa and Damian, but it’s boring when all you talk about is babies.’ Sharon laughed. ‘That’s not strictly true, but I understand what you mean. I’ll bring some in for you.’ Before he had time to reply she hurried outside with the tray. He gave her a weak smile of thanks when she returned with a large plate piled up with food, before turning to go to his bedroom. ‘Do you want me to get you a drink?’ she asked.


‘No thanks, I’m fine.’


Sadly, she watched him go. He was clearly not fine, and his misery snagged her heart. The happy, carefree boy of the past was no longer happy or carefree, and she knew it wasn’t all down to the hormones charging round his body. He turned back. ‘Don’t say anything to dad, will you? I don’t want another lecture.’


Sharon rose to Tom’s defence, he was as worried about Sam as she was, they just had differing ways of showing it. ‘It’s only because he cares about you. He’s on your side in all this,’ she told him.


‘Yeah but dad makes it worse by going in to school complaining all the time.’


Fighting the urge to go and hug him as she used to when he was a child, she tried to reassure him instead. ‘I’m fairly sure I’ve managed to get that over to him.’


Sam shrugged. ‘He’s probably forgotten about it anyway.’


It upset her seeing him like this, but she felt so helpless. He’d been opposed to the idea of moving from the place where he’d been born, and he’d pleaded to be allowed to stay with his grandparents until he left school. That had been out of the question, but he was finding it hard to settle here, and the football issue was making the situation even more difficult for him.


The men’s conversation had effortlessly swerved from fertility to football, giving Sharon and Louisa time to catch up on some gossip. Louisa was always fascinated by the latest goings on at The Portland Arms Hotel, but Sharon couldn’t understand why everyone found it amusing she was working for the notorious Bryony Portland. She didn’t mind, because she enjoyed the job, and despite her boss’s reputation she’d found her to be fair if you pulled your weight, and they’d got on quite well up to now. Colin Portland, despite his wife’s low opinion of him, was popular with the staff and the local people, and she found him quite pleasant and funny to be with. Their nephew Justin was the manager of the hotel, and his wife Ellie was on maternity leave and due to return in a few months time.


Having almost read the print off the pages, Stuart closed his newspaper and carefully straightened it, before holding it up and tapping the front page. ‘This nonsense about the proposed development on the mere isn’t going away,’ he announced, ‘I can’t imagine how anyone could even contemplate suggesting such a thing.’ He took off his reading glasses and after rubbing the indentations on the bridge of his nose he replaced them with his regular spectacles.


Tom’s manner was casual as he piled onions onto his burger. ‘Why are so many people against it?’ he asked, taking a hefty bite out of his towering bun. Sharon wasn’t fooled, she could read his expression and knew he was more interested in Stuart’s reply than he was letting on.


‘You haven’t lived here long enough to be aware of the importance of that area,’ Stuart said. ‘It’s the home and breeding ground for many species of birds and lots of other forms of wildlife, and it hosts overwintering swans, geese and oystercatchers, to name but a few. Nobody in their right mind would even contemplate submitting such a plan.’


‘Even if they were promising to build affordable housing for local people?’ Tom asked.


‘Not even then.’


If Tom replied, it went unheard during the commotion which ensued. Rusty was racing round the garden, barking loudly as he ineffectually tried to chase off the seagulls which, lured by the smell of food, were hovering unnervingly low. Lily was in pursuit and making even more noise than the dog. Sharon was grateful for the diversion, but she was filled with a deep sense of dread. There had been a small, but vocal opposition when Tom had bought the land with the intention of building their house here. But as there had been no legitimate reason for his application to be turned down, most people had accepted it. But this was different, and opposition to a housing estate on the Mere was gaining momentum.


Most residents were vehemently against it, and Tom, not having been born here, or a ‘coaster,’ as they called themselves, it would anger them even more. Stuart would be at the forefront of any campaign to prevent it happening, and she hoped with all her heart it wasn’t going to be a bone of contention between the two families. Marie and Stuart were so dear to them; it would break her heart if anything happened to spoil their friendship. They’d had enough turmoil in their lives already, the last thing they needed now was everyone falling out.




Chapter 2


Despite the last-minute panic, searching out the various cardboard tubes, rubber bands, and pieces of string, which Lily insisted were her contribution to the improvised school band, they arrived at school with time to spare. Sharon stood near the gates, ready to make a quick getaway, but it was a few minutes before any of Lily’s friends came and whisked her away. An animated discussion was being had by a group of parents nearby, and one of the men broke off from what he was saying to glance in Sharon’s direction. Realising she was watching him; he gave a surreptitious nod before quickly turning away.


Normally she wouldn’t have thought anything of it, but she was convinced it was because of the gossip surrounding the proposal to build a new estate. If this was a sign of how strongly people were already reacting, there was no way of knowing where it could lead and she wanted to have no part in it. Tom was obviously intending to get involved, and she knew she needed to persuade him to change his mind. She decided to have it out with him as soon as possible.


She strode briskly towards the promenade where her steps slowed to a more leisurely pace. She loved this start to the day when she was alone with her thoughts, it gave her time to clear her head of the chaos at home and prepare herself for the more structured situation at work. Most of the time she was able to compartmentalise the two but sometimes there was inevitably a cross over. For her, family would always come first.


A short distance away, a group of women she recognised from the school playground had gathered around the fountain. Some of them were struggling to prevent their toddlers from getting wet as they teetered on tiptoes, leaning precariously over the edge of the ornate bowl, dabbling little fingers in the water. One by one their resisting, wriggling bodies were forced back into their buggies and securely fastened, accompanied by wails of protests from the children and promises of treats from the mums. They were familiar faces to her, members of a fluid group of young women who gathered together at the school gates to stroll along the sea-front and enjoy a coffee in one of the cafés.


Walking slowly along the promenade she breathed in deeply, savouring the salty, fresh air of the place she’d loved for as long as she could remember. This was the place Tom had proposed to her, and she’d always dreamed of living here. Sometimes, she couldn’t believe it had come true, but it had come at a cost and there were still little niggles to be dealt with.


Glancing at her watch she broke into a run as she neared the hotel. Punctuality was demanded by Bryony Portland and she cursed herself for losing track of time. Puffing slightly as she hurried up the steps of the hotel, she resolved to take more exercise; these relaxed strolls to work did nothing to keep her fit and she was slowly but surely putting on weight. Tom, with his delicious, fattening barbecues, was no help at all, and when she moaned about getting fat, he told her he loved her curves and called her bonny. Instead of reassuring her, this had the opposite effect, and although she had no wish to return to the skinny specimen she’d been reduced to during the food bank days, somewhere in-between would be nice.


Patting her new shorter hairstyle into place she sighed as she felt her natural curls begin to spring back, but there was no time to do anything about it now, so she spun through the revolving door into the rarefied world of The Portland Arms.


She’d been surprised and flattered when Mrs. Portland had added the role of Wedding Organiser to her new remit, but Justin had brought her down to earth by pointing out the reasoning behind it.


‘She’s the Mayoress and thrives on all the glamour that goes with it,’ he said, ‘and she can’t possibly do herself justice without shedding some of her workload here. But watch out - when Mr. P’s year of office ends, she’ll soon be sticking her oar in again.’


‘I don’t care,’ Sharon replied, ‘I’ll just enjoy it while it lasts.’


And she was enjoying it, but with reservations. Mrs. Portland had given her the responsibility for wedding planning, but seemingly couldn’t quite bring herself to relinquish all her involvement, and already she’d interfered in some of Sharon’s plans. There was the potential for friction, which was something Sharon was desperate to avoid. There would only be one winner if that happened.


Fortunately, the meeting she’d arranged for this morning was straight forward and she didn’t anticipate any problems. The young couple had chosen to stretch their budget to the limit to enable them to hold their wedding at the hotel, but it meant there was very limited money available for all the extras and Sharon had been tasked with coming up with some original and inexpensive ideas. The only thing they’d set their heart on was a spectacular start to their first waltz, and Sharon had spent a lot of time negotiating a price they could afford.


Justin was in his usual place behind the desk in reception, and she returned his friendly welcome as she passed on her way to collect a file from the office. When she returned, she laid it on the desk to flick through the pages and do a quick mental assessment of what had been agreed, and what still needed to be done.


‘They’ve got an idea for their first dance,’ she said to Justin, ‘look, it’s an enormous balloon filled with tiny lights and hung over the ballroom where….’


‘Balloons! What do you mean balloons?’


Sharon spun round; she had no idea Mrs. Portland was standing behind her. ‘It’s just one balloon,’ she explained, ‘I know you don’t like them on the tables and around the hotel, but I thought you wouldn’t mind just this one.’


Sparks glinted in Bryony Portland’s eyes. ‘Then you thought, wrong, didn’t you?’ she said icily. ‘We do not do balloons at The Portland Arms. I thought you’d be aware of that.’ Turning on her heel she began to walk away, and then pausing for a moment she added. ‘You’d better find a suitable alternative. Quickly.’


Stunned, Sharon watched her walk towards the lift. ‘Oh my God, where did that come from?’ she muttered. Placing his index finger on his lips, Justin slowly shook his head until Mrs. Portland was out of sight. Sharon waited; she’d learned from experience her boss’s hearing was as well-honed as her ability to appear from nowhere.


Justin watched the lift doors slide together ‘Actually,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘I think I probably know the answer to that. I’m fairly sure the appearance of Greg Robson is the reason behind her bad mood.’


Sharon was puzzled. ‘Greg, what has he done to upset her?’


Justin hesitated. ‘This is absolutely top secret,’ he said, ‘you mustn’t repeat it to anyone. It seems there’s going to be a meeting here this morning, a very private and confidential meeting, and even Mrs. P. didn’t know about it until just now.’


‘And where does Greg fit into this?’


‘Ah, that’s what I’m coming to. Greg is coming to the meeting and I guess that’s why she’s in a tizzy.’


Sharon shrugged her shoulders dismissively. ‘I really don’t know what all the fuss is about, it sounds ridiculous to me.’


Justin nodded. ‘I know what you mean, but I don’t think they’ve met very often since Amelia’s wedding and you know what happened that day.’


The memory of the day Justin was referring to was imprinted on her brain. Tom’s brother and best friend had almost lost their lives at sea, but she knew he wasn’t referring to that. ‘Many things happened that day,’ she said, ‘but I suppose you mean when Greg found out he was Amelia’s father.’


‘Yes, and I don’t think he’s forgiven her.’


Sharon flicked through her file and frowned. ‘Greg isn’t the type to make a scene,’ she said absentmindedly, ‘and he’s been with Katy for years, so Mrs. P. should get over it and get on with her life. With all her money it shouldn’t be too difficult.’


Justin nodded. ‘I suppose so,’ he agreed, ‘but I don’t think she has got over him.’


‘Well I haven’t got time to stand here gossiping, the happy couple will be here soon.’ Sharon closed her file in frustration. ‘What on earth can I offer them instead of the balloon, I’ve looked on the internet and everything decent costs more than they can afford.’


Justin turned to her with a smile. ‘Ellie and I got married here, and we must still have the lights…’


He was just about to lift the phone when a well-known local councillor entered the foyer and walked towards them. Justin positioned himself to greet him, but his welcoming smile froze on his lips as the visitor walked straight past and hurried around the corner towards the small meeting room.


‘Well,’ Justin huffed, ‘manners don’t cost anything, as my mum always says.’


Sharon frowned. The man seemed vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place him, and she certainly couldn’t remember his name. When she asked Justin, he said it was better that way and to forget whoever she saw coming in that morning.


‘You make it sound as though someone’s been murdered,’ she said, ‘you obviously know more than you’re letting on, so you’d better tell me, or I’ll spill the beans.’


‘It isn’t all that important,’ he told her, ‘Just an unofficial meeting about building a housing estate, I think. Personally, I don’t see what all the fuss is about.’


Sharon felt as though she’d been punched in the stomach. If meetings were being held to discuss the development, even if they were unofficial, it turned rumour into reality. How did she not know about this meeting? There was only one reason for Tom’s silence; he knew how she felt about him being involved. He was either siding with the developers or even worse, he was behind the proposal.


‘What’s Greg’s opinion?’ she asked, ‘is he in favour of it?’


Jason shook his head. ‘I’ve no idea who thinks what. From what I can gather these people today are from all sides of the debate. Anyway, I’d better ring Ellie about those lights before your clients come.’


‘Too late,’ Sharon groaned, ‘they’re already here.’


‘Keep them occupied, get them a coffee or something. I’ll be as quick as I can.’


Sharon walked over to the couple who were holding hands and smiling as they looked around them. They still couldn’t believe they were lucky enough to have their wedding in The Portland Arms and they radiated happiness at the anticipation of it. She would do all in her power to make it the perfect day for them.




Chapter 3


Bryony closed the door and took several deep, calming breaths before walking towards the window. She looked out at the familiar view of the bay where yachts moved smoothly along the water and fishing boats were silhouetted on the distant horizon. Vision below the window was restricted due to the room’s position at the top of the building, but the view of the promenade and beyond was clear. The holiday season wasn’t yet in full swing, but there were plenty of tourists taking advantage of the mild weather, and local parents with pre-school children mingled happily with those who were enjoying the freedom of retirement.


One of the couples caught her attention and she recognised Stuart and Marie walking leisurely along the promenade. Occasionally, Stuart stopped to look through his binoculars while Marie carried on alone, until they reached their favourite shelter where she lost view of them. She guessed they were sitting inside facing the sea. Marie was her oldest friend, but they had fallen out at Amelia’s wedding. They’d patched things up over time, but things had never been quite the same since. To say it had never been the same between her and Greg was an understatement of the century; they had barely exchanged more than a few sentences in the space of five years.


Any initial hope of a reconciliation had been ruined by his unexpected relationship with Katy Sheridan, and the shock of that had catapulted her into the arms of Ethan Denning. When his wife made her presence known and Bryony discovered he’d lied to her about being divorced, she used it as the reason she’d been looking for to return home without losing face. Arriving back in Merebank, she soon discovered that for the first time in its history, The Portland Arms Hotel was experiencing financial difficulties. She approached her father-in-law Ralph and offered to take up her previous position as the manager of the business, to which he readily agreed. Colin was doing his best but Ralph admitted finances and management were not amongst his son’s best skills. After she resumed her role in the business, things began to improve.


Unfortunately, neither Greg nor Amelia had been able to find it in their hearts to forgive her, despite the fact she’d only kept the secret to protect them, but while she was desperate to restore her relationship with her daughter, time had helped to erase Greg from her heart.


When she suspected Colin was hoping to resume their marital life, she quickly put him right. He must have known it was impossible after everything that had happened, and anyway their marriage had been over long before that. In order to keep up appearances she’d agreed to return to their home at The Lodge for the duration of their term of office as Mayor and Mayoress, but she was adamant it was for twelve months only. When it came to an end, they would have to reconsider their living arrangements.


Most of the time she was content to let him run his own life, but when he told her about the meeting, he’d arranged for this morning she was furious and told him he was an idiot. It was stupid getting involved in such a controversial issue while he was Mayor, and nothing he said on the contrary would convince her otherwise.


‘Don’t get out of your depth, and don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ she’d cautioned him, convinced he was being used, and terrified he was jeopardising his position as Mayor. If he did anything to cut short her reign as Mayoress she would never forgive him. She was determined to enjoy her time in the public eye, and was willing to go to great lengths to prevent him making a fool of himself.


Learning that Greg was attending the meeting had caused a momentary tingle of anticipation, not least because she’d heard a rumour that he was single again. For years, she’d hoped there was a chance for them to be together, but that was all behind her now and she’d moved on. The expensive and exclusive ‘Select Dating Agency’ had proved very rewarding and she’d enjoyed several relationships, one of which was looking very promising. Unfortunately, she’d had to put things on hold during her term of office, but she couldn’t wait to pick up where she’d left off. She’d barely tolerated the physical side of her marriage to Colin, but even the more appealing brief affair with Greg paled into insignificance compared to some of these exciting romances.


Unable to resist, she opened one of the doors of the wardrobes lining the wall, and a small sigh of pleasure escaped her lips. This was her compensation for what she was missing, a full array of all the designer clothes and gowns she would be wearing as the Lady Mayoress. Despite Colin’s reservations she’d already spent far more than the allocated allowance for their year in office, but most of this had been paid for out of her own pocket, together with a little help from the business.


She had no qualms about what she was doing, after all it was a once in a lifetime experience and she was determined to make the most of it. Colin acceded when she explained the benefits it would bring to the business, and she did genuinely believe it would prove to be the best publicity that money could buy. If she acquired a few new clothes in the process it was a small reward for all her efforts, and the hotel and town would both benefit.


If only she could overcome the one thing overshadowing everything, her satisfaction would be complete, but no matter how much she tried she couldn’t conquer her fear of public speaking. In her imagination, she could visualise herself addressing rapt audiences, but unfortunately the reality was very different, and the act of standing up to speak to even a small number of people was enough to send her into a panic. The speaking course she’d purchased online had been virtually useless, and the shock of her cleaner’s reaction when she’d unwittingly walked in on Bryony practising voice projection still had the power to mortify her. Unable to contain her laughter, Angela had clapped her hand over her mouth and backed swiftly out of the room, leaving Bryony humiliated and angry.


It was made even more frustrating by Colin’s ability to stand up and give a half decent performance interspersed with humorous anecdotes, while she was a bag of nerves. She was working on a strategy which would enable her to fulfil the role without the need for many speeches, and she was convinced most of her audiences would be grateful they didn’t have to listen to the dull ramblings of some boorish official. There would of course be times when she would have to say something, but she was confident of her ability to keep the women’s organisations interested with her knowledge of fashion and her role in business.


She decided to make a quick visit to see Ralph. He’d always recognised her skills and was the only person who’d shown a thread of compassion when she’d come back home again. It was a combination of his belief in her business acumen and a genuine, mutual fondness for each other which had eased her return to the family and the hotel. Colin had acted as though her return was inevitable, which irritated her greatly, but at least it meant he hadn’t put up any barriers to prevent her taking up her previous position.


It was only a few steps along the corridor to Ralph’s room but the contrast between hers and the penthouse was remarkable. When he’d retired from running the business, he’d chosen to leave the Lodge and make his home at the hotel. Sparing nothing, he’d ensured the conversion was stunning and a lovely place to live. Although he’d made a good recovery from several small heart attacks, Bryony still worried about him, and was relieved that by living here he had someone on call day and night. She was careful not to mention this to him.


Entering his apartment, she was met by a very familiar scene. He was sitting in his favourite chair, a book on his lap and coffee and a plate of biscuits on a small table by his side. Although he was looking older, he’d retained his suave demeaner, aided by his handsome face and full head of thick, silver hair. He was the smartest and most honest man she’d ever known, and she respected and loved him more than almost anyone else in the world.


‘Good morning father-in-law,’ she said before dropping an affectionate kiss on his cheek, ‘how are you this morning?’


‘I’m fine thank-you,’ he replied, ‘and you, how are things with you?’


‘Not too bad,’ she replied, sitting in the chair on the other side of the small coffee table, from where there was a breath-taking, panoramic view of the whole bay. At Ralph’s request, the window gave an unrestricted view of the promenade, the coastline opposite, and the horizon where the sea met the sky. On a clear day like this everything was thrown into sharp focus and it was a scene she never tired of seeing. ‘It’s beautiful isn’t it?’ she murmured, not really expecting a reply, and Ralph nodded his agreement.


The sound of voices below the window caught her attention. ‘The men are putting up the bunting for the carnival already,’ she said, ‘it seems to come around very quickly, I can’t believe it’s almost twelve months since the last one.’


Ralph chuckled. ‘The years get shorter as you get older. Wait until you’re my age, they simply fly past.’


She shuddered at the thought of him getting old and changed the subject quickly. ‘I’ve ordered some lights for the front of the hotel this year,’ she said, ‘I’ve never done it before as you know, but I thought it would be nice and welcoming for the dance we’ll be holding for the carnival on Saturday.’


Ralph looked thoughtful, and she was surprised when he appeared less than enthusiastic about the idea, but she was even more taken aback when he told her he’d heard murmurings of discontent amongst some of the locals.


‘Apparently not everyone shares your enthusiasm for two separate events going on at the same time,’ he told her, ‘and I must admit I have some misgivings myself; it will split the occasion into two groups instead of the one traditional disco in the Memorial Hall.’


Bryony dismissed the criticism with a flutter of her fingers, but she was shaken by Ralph’s lack of support. ‘There will always be some stick-in-the-muds who find fault with anything new, but if we listened to them nothing would ever change. What are they objecting to anyway?’ Without giving him time to reply she carried on speaking. ‘How can they complain when I’m offering the ballroom as a venue for the ball? Free of charge don’t forget.’


Ralph waited a few seconds before replying and his voice was measured. ‘I don’t think it’s anything to do with that, they feel you’re dividing the community and in a way they’re right, because after all, the Mayor and Mayoress have always joined in the fun with everyone else.’


Bryony rapidly considered her options. It was true the traditional climax to the carnival had always been in the Memorial Hall, but the type of celebration had sometimes varied, and having a dance in different premises was only a small step away. No-one could object to that, but she had to convince Ralph, who was steeped in tradition and loyalty to the residents.


‘We are hoping to make a lot of money,’ she said quietly, ‘not only from the tickets, but we’re holding an auction and I have a few other things in mind. Surely they will understand it’s all for a good cause.’ She took a deep breath and after a swift debate within herself, she voiced her own secret ambition, to help him understand what she was doing.


‘The final figures for last year’s appeals have just been announced, and they’ve not only broken all records, they’ve done it by a mile. I’ve got to set my sights higher and I’m sure this will help,’ she said, ‘do you understand?’


Ralph smiled. ‘I thought I knew you very well, but you can always surprise me,’ he said gently, ‘Bryony I know you mean well, but from now on I suggest you take other people’s feelings into account and that way you’ll keep them on board. Have your dance, and I hope it’s a success, but from now on I’d set your sights a little lower if I were you, and that way you may be surprised just what you achieve.’


Sensing there was a double meaning to his words which she was unable to fathom, she thanked him. ‘I knew you’d understand,’ she said, ‘now I must go, but before I do, there is something I want to ask you.’


Ralph nodded, but when she still hesitated, he asked gently. ‘Is it something I can help you with?’


‘I don’t honestly know. I’m thinking of inviting Amelia and Piers to stay with us at The Lodge for the weekend of the carnival. What do you think?’


‘I never ask how things are progressing between you,’ he said thoughtfully, but I’ve been hoping they’re improving. I know you meet occasionally, but I think that’s mostly when you are with Colin, and of course on the rare occasion with me.’


‘She never answered my calls for a long time, but I never give up trying,’ she replied, ‘but recently I’ve sensed a little softening in her response to me on the odd occasions we have spoken.’ She stood and looked out of the window. A local school was holding its sports day on the beach while their playing fields were being prepared as a running track for the carnival. The triple glazing and distance blocked out the sound, but the children’s expressions and antics clearly demonstrated their excitement and determination to win. In contrast she felt sadness seeping through her veins, all she wanted was to have her child back.


‘I sometimes wonder if she will ever forgive me,’ she said, ‘Oh Ralph, I do miss her so much.’


His face reflected her sadness, with the added sorrow at the collapse of his family, and he had no idea how they would ever heal the breach. ‘I don’t think it would do any harm to invite them,’ he said, ‘after all, Colin is the Mayor and she’ll probably want to share the weekend with him.’ His words hurt, but she knew he was speaking the truth. ‘I’m sorry Bryony, but that is the reality and nothing I say will change it. Do you wish me to have a word with Colin and together we’ll try to persuade her to accept your invitation?’


Bryony shook her head. ‘Thanks, but I feel I must take advantage of this opportunity to contact her. But if she declines, I’d be grateful for your help.’


‘And Colin’s,’ he replied, ‘don’t forget him.’


‘Of course not. After all, she is still close to him.’


Reluctant to leave, she slowly walked over to him, and Ralph began to speak, his voice so low she thought for a moment he was talking to himself.


‘It was a terrible shock for Amelia, and indeed all of us, when we found out that Greg was her father, and I fully understood why she rejected you. But the bitterness has gone on long enough and it is benefitting no-one, including Amelia. I think the time has come for more understanding and forgiveness on all sides and if there’s anything I can do to help, please ask.’ Bryony put her arms round him, and they embraced each other affectionately. ‘I love you Ralph, and so does Amelia,’ she said, ‘if anyone can do it, you can.’


‘I’m making no promises,’ he replied, ‘but I want my family whole again.’




Chapter 4


The boy was standing alone, his eyes fixed on the horizon. Every now and then he bent down to pick up a pebble, examine it, and then throw it in a desultory fashion into a rock pool. Stuart watched from a distance before joining him.


‘Hi Sam,’ he said.


‘Hi Stu.’


‘Do you mind if I join you?’


‘No.’


In silence Stuart raised the binoculars to his eyes and tried to pick up a sighting of any rare visitor to the bay. Oyster catchers proliferated as usual, but he glimpsed the black-tailed godwits and a curlew was silhouetted against the sky.


‘What can you see?’ Sam asked.


‘Just the usual,’ Stuart replied, ‘do you want to have a look?’


Wordlessly, Sam took the binoculars and with Stuart’s help he adjusted the lenses to his eyes. ‘Wow,’ he said, ‘I’ve been standing here for ages and never realised how many birds were out there.’ After a few moments, he lifted his chin and peered across the water which stretched into the distance until it disappeared over the horizon. ‘My uncle nearly drowned out there.’


‘Yes,’ Stuart replied, ‘it’s quite true, and he wasn’t the only one in danger that night. Luckily, and because of the lifeboat crew, no-one lost their life.’


‘What were they doing?’


‘They had no work, and they were desperate to make some money, so they went out to fish for cockles. Unfortunately, they were ill equipped and inexperienced.’


‘So why would mum and dad want to live here?’


‘They’ve put those memories aside to try and give you a better life, I suppose.’


‘Well, they needn’t have bothered, I was happy where I was.’


‘It must be difficult leaving all your friends behind and trying to settle in a new school. I’ve always lived around here, so I suppose in a way I was lucky, although I didn’t always feel that way. Sometimes I envied boys who came from exciting sounding places.’


‘Like Bolton and Burnley?’ Sam asked ruefully.


‘No,’ Stuart laughed, ‘a little bit further afield than that.’


‘Manchester then.’


‘I suppose this place seems a bit boring at first for a lad of your age, but given time I’m sure you’ll find things to interest you. What’s your favourite subject at school?’


‘I like biology and I think I’m going to study the environment.’


‘Well, you couldn’t be in a better place than this to study that subject,’ Stuart said. They stood in silence before Stuart asked impulsively, ‘are you doing anything next Sunday?’


‘No. Why?’


‘I’m going up the estuary, there’s something happening I like to go and watch. It is not what you call exciting, but you might find it interesting.’


‘Is it birdwatching?’


‘Not exactly, its more about fishing in a way.’


‘Yeah, cool. At least it will get mum and dad off my back.’


‘Ok. I’ll pick you up about ten.’


‘No. I’ll come to yours.’


‘Ok. See you then. I’d better get back before Marie sends out a search party.’


‘Me too.’


They reached the top of the steps where their journeys diverted and Stuart had walked a few steps when Sam called his name. ‘Stu, is it okay for me to call you that? No-one else does and Mum says it’s disrespectful.’


Stuart laughed. ‘Of course, lad, you’re more than welcome. It was the name everyone used until I married Marie, and then she insisted I changed it.’


‘Why?’


‘She said a stew was something you made in a pan with meat and vegetables, and she didn’t fancy being married to one.’


Laughter filled the air as they went their separate ways.




Chapter 5


The call from school sent Sharon into a panic. She left it to Justin to find Mrs. Portland and explain why she had absented herself from work. The headmistress chose her words carefully, but all Sharon needed to know was that Lily had fallen, or been pushed. The bang to her head had resulted in a cut above her eyebrow. The staff member in charge of first aid had advised that Lily should be taken to hospital due to the blow to her head, and an ambulance had already been called.


Sharon told them not to wait for her, she would make her own way to the hospital. She ran home to pick up the car and by the time she got to the hospital Lily had been examined and was ready to have the dressings applied to the cut. Although a much simpler procedure than having stitches in, it had been decided to wait for Sharon before proceeding. She’d been very brave, the teacher explained, but as soon as Lily saw Sharon the floodgates opened, and she burst into tears. ‘It was all Liam’s fault,’ she sobbed, ‘he pushed me.’ Mrs. Banks smiled and gently suggested she didn’t think the scuffle had been all one sided and Sharon nodded her understanding while commiserating with her indignant daughter.


When Lily was discharged, Mrs. Banks declined Sharon’s offer of a lift home, explaining she had organised a taxi, and after saying goodbye to Lily the two women shared their feelings of relief that no serious damage had been done.


‘We will have a word with Liam, and indeed all the children,’ the teacher told Sharon, but it’s very difficult to prevent these little altercations.’


‘I know,’ Sharon said with feeling, ‘it’s bad enough at home, and there are only three of them. Don’t worry about it.’


Sharon took Lily to the café close to the maternity and childrens unit but instructed her not to go into the play corner in case she banged her head again. Lily took one look around and decided it was too babyish for her anyway and chose a book from the mini library instead. Sharon was just finishing a call updating Tom on what was happening, when she felt a tap on her shoulder and with surprise saw Louisa standing there. Lily proudly showed off the sticker she’d been given to prove how brave she’d been, and after giving Louisa a hug she settled on her seat to drink a hot chocolate smothered in tiny marshmallows and concentrated on her book.


Sharon asked Louisa to join them, and after giving a brief description of what had brought them there, she waited for Louisa to explain why she was in this part of the hospital. Judging by her red eyes and blotchy face she didn’t have anything to celebrate today and knowing how desperate Louisa and Damian were to start a family she hesitated before saying anything. They chatted about inconsequential things for several minutes, until Louisa, told Sharon she’d just had an appointment with her gynaecologist. ‘I came for the results of the scan and laparoscopy,’ she whispered.


Sharon watched as Louisa dabbed her eyes. It was obvious the outcome wasn’t good, but she was shocked when Louisa told her just how bad it was. ‘The endometriosis is worse than they thought,’ she explained, ‘it’s already spread inside my womb, much more rapidly than they expected.’


Sharon was puzzled. ‘I thought your inability to conceive was due to the damage to your ovaries, not your womb.’


‘It was, but it’s more serious now, because even if I could conceive, this means there is no possibility of me carrying a child full term.’


Sharon was stunned. To be told there was no possibility of carrying a child was unimaginable. Thrashing around in her mind for something supportive to say, all she could come up with sound so futile.
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