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      MAY 1996, FRIDAY AFTERNOON

      The lane into Treggan Bay always narrows before you’ve quite braced for it. One moment you’re ambling through hedgerows generous enough for a nod and a wave, the next, the road tightens to a single, reluctant ribbon—banks rising, brambles clawing at the doors, as if the countryside is trying to pull you under.

      Rain pecks at the windscreen in delicate Morse code. My wipers give a tired sweep, then fall silent again—sulking, perhaps, at being disturbed after a year of disuse. The Ford Focus shudders as it takes the bend past the village green, which, from the look of it, now doubles as a sheep annex.

      And there it is.

      Treggan Bay.

      Still slumped between the hills like someone dropped it there and forgot to tidy up. Stone walls sag with age, their mortar weather-softened and veined with moss. Roofs tilt uneasily, bowing to years of coastal gales, and ivy sprawls over every surface—unchecked, unstoppable—smothering cottages and chimneys alike in its slow, green stranglehold.

      The air has that briny tang I remember—salt and wet leaf, and something more elusive: the ghost of wood smoke or childhood. I can’t tell.

      “Welcome back, mate,” I mutter, tapping the wheel. If it needs saying, best not wait for anyone else to bother.

      The birds greet me less politely. A gull lets out a shriek above the rooftops—somewhere between a warning and a complaint. There’s a chorus of it from the direction of the harbour, as if the entire flock’s holding a grudge.

      My eyes snag on a run of bright posters—village fête this Sunday. Bunting, tombola, sponge cake: Treggan pulling out all the stops. For a moment I think the whole stretch of road’s been plastered for the occasion.

      Then I look closer. Not all of them are fête adverts.

      Signs, hand-painted in furious brushstrokes, nailed to fences and staked into verges.

      
        
        LANDMARK OUT.

        HANDS OFF TREGGAN BAY.

        NOT FOR SALE.

      

      

      Ah. Nothing says ‘cosy rural welcome’ like being accused of collusion before you’ve even parked.

      

      I crawl past, certain half the square is timing their tea breaks to coincide with my arrival. Curtain-watchers—Treggan’s unofficial Neighbourhood Watch—prickle at the back of my neck through the drizzle.

      Saltwind cottage, once my grannie’s, squats at the edge of the square. Its slate roof broods under decades of damp skies, the chimney lists at a slant enough to give any insurance man heartburn, and the stone walls stand their ground out of sheer bloody-mindedness. Out front, lavender has launched a full-scale coup across the path, purple banners and all.

      I cut the motor. The hush drops heavy, reverent, like the village is waiting for revelation. All I’ve got to offer is hay fever and a dodgy shoulder.

      This isn’t a homecoming, I remind myself. It’s a practical visit. I’m here to check the place over, tally what a removal firm might grumble about, and decide whether to sell before the roof caves in—or before Landmark Syndicate dangles a cheque plump enough to prove sentiment is wildly overrated. If all goes smoothly, I might finally put down proper roots in London. Pay off the flat, stop treating it like some long-term loan of bricks and plaster, and start living there as if it actually belongs to me.

      I am not here to feel anything.

      

      Which is precisely why, ten minutes later, I’m stood blinking in the village shop with rain in my collar and the distinct sense of having fallen into a slower decade.

      Nothing’s changed in Treggan Bay.

      The wheezy fan still drones behind the meat fridge, shifting air with all the effort of a man waving a newspaper. The postcard carousel still lists by the door, its cards sun-bleached into ghostly echoes of the bay. The pegboard wall still bristles with keys, receipts, and oddments only the shopkeeper understands—paraffin wicks, mothballs, shoe polish in colours that went out with ration books.

      What isn’t here—the row of sweet jars that once lined the counter. The humbugs, the rhubarb-and-custards, the sherbet lemons. They were the only colour in the place, and the only reason thirteen-year-old me ever pedalled down here with pocket change jingling. Standing on tiptoe, pointing at a jar, watching the paper bag crinkle open—that was its own kind of ceremony. Now it’s gone, and the shop feels smaller for it.

      Instead, behind the counter, sits a man who looks like he’s been pickled in vinegar and local disapproval.

      “Morning,” I offer, politely enough.

      The badge identifies him as Mick. The grunt confirms it. The smiley sticker beside his name only makes him look like a cautionary tale in false advertising.

      Mick is older than I remember, which is both fair and damning. Same bushy brows—two grizzled hedgehogs squatting above suspicious eyes.

      He doesn’t recognise me.

      Blessings come in curious shapes.

      “I’ll take the Chronicle,” I say, reaching for the folded stack.

      It’s always good form to buy your own paper when incognito. He eyes me warily, perhaps weighing whether I deserve the local price or the outsider tax.

      I make a show of glancing around. “Drift Café still going?”

      His eyes narrow. “’Course it is.”

      I wait. Silence stretches. He doesn’t rush to fill it.

      “Must have changed since Maggie Trew?” I say, lightly, like her name’s just a fond local flavour and not the reason my palms feel unreasonably clammy. “She were my grandmother.”

      That lands, though not how I’d banked on. Mick leans back, eyes me proper now. There’s no recognition in them, but a sort of recalibration.

      “Thought her grandson runs it now.”

      I blink. “Pardon?”

      “Petit lad. Leo. Took over after she passed.”

      My voice catches somewhere near my throat. “Leo… Petit?”

      “That’s the one.”

      He scratches his temple, then resumes his usual expression of mild distrust. “You not know ‘im?”

      “No,” I say, eventually. “No, I… I suppose I didn’t.”

      The Chronicle crackles in my hand. Something tightens beneath my ribs. Last I checked, I was Grannie Maggie’s only grandchild. You’d think I’d remember competition.

      I murmur a thank you, though I’m not sure Mick notices. The door jingles behind me and the May rain welcomes me back with a gust to the face.

      Turns out I’m not the only ghost walking the village.
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      FRIDAY AFTERNOON

      ‘Please help yourself. Be back in 15 minutes.’

      I stare at the card, clipped to a peg clamped solemnly in the paw of a tiny polar bear. The bear wears an expression of weary but unflinching duty—its painted snout chipped, one eye faded to a pale ghost of itself, as if years of service have dulled its vision but not its resolve. It stands atop a ceramic iceberg, nobly adrift on the counter top beside a shallow tray of tick-box sandwich forms and a sugar dispenser shaped like a miniature lighthouse, the red paint on its roof peeling with dignity.

      I hover, uncertain. One side of the counter is all scones—fat golden ones, studded with currants and crackled on top like they’ve caught a bit too much sun—plus a few rows of almond Bakewell slices, one wedge suspiciously missing its cherry. On the other side, a proper beast of a coffee machine hums low and hot. Stainless steel, boxy, with toggles and knobs that suggest it might also operate a small train. Not quite an espresso bar number from Soho, but no clunky beige filter job either—something halfway between, sturdy and Italian, and entirely too capable for a village this size in 1996.

      The place has changed. Still Drift Café—same hand-painted sign swinging above the door, same crooked watchtower keeping its tilt like an old sentry dozing at his post—but it isn’t the one I remember.

      In Grannie’s time, it smelled mostly of damp wool, sugar sachets, and boiled kettles. Doilies lived under everything. Tables were narrow, shiny with varnish, and the tea came in thick pottery mugs that burned your hands. A radio crackled in the corner, usually set to the shipping forecast or some mournful folk tune. You didn’t linger unless you wanted to be cornered by Mrs Featherstone and her theories about the water board poisoning the begonias.

      Now it’s all whitewashed stone and pale blue trim, sun pouring in through a large picture window I’m fairly certain wasn’t here last time. The coastline stretches out in full panoramic view beyond them, sea glittering, a few walkers tracing the wind-swept path.

      Along the far wall, a collage of mismatched frames—photos, handwritten recipes, seaside sketches—forms a sort of scrapbook in wood and glass. The furniture is weathered pine and scrubbed clean, chairs mis-matched in a way that suggests a deliberate effort at charm. There’s even a leafy plant or two trying valiantly to survive. It feels less like a café, more like a communal living room that’s gone a bit Scandinavian.

      The building waits at the far end of the cobbled street that runs like a spine through Treggan Bay. The stone walls seem to sigh with age and, if you’re quiet—or merely feeling indulgently poetic—you can catch the sea murmuring just beyond. Once a watchman’s cottage, it still clings to the title. A tall stone tower rises behind it, edges crumbling, dignified in the way of old soldiers who can’t stand straight any more but still polish their medals.

      This afternoon the café is hushed. The door hangs open, no one behind the counter. Only the polar bear remains on duty, keeping its silent watch. And, by the look of it, the most reliable staff member Drift has ever had.

      A woman in a knitted tank top—round spectacles perched halfway down her nose—is reading something that looks suspiciously like a romance novel at the nearest table. She glances at me over the rim, eyebrows briefly raised, then goes back to her page with the cool assurance of someone who has judged and filed me under Not Worth the Distraction. At another table, two old men are hunched over a chessboard, mid-game. One of them snorts faintly as I shift my weight. The other eyes me like I’ve disrupted some sacred ritual.

      Country hospitality. Always a warm hug and a pitchfork behind the back.

      A pot of coffee rests on a warmer near a stack of cups. I consider helping myself, uncertain whether this counts as civilised self-service or just criminal trespass.

      Then the door jangles.

      “Noah?”

      The voice stops me—warm, incredulous, the sort of tone you’d use if the sea itself suddenly spoke back. I turn.

      He’s about thirty, though there’s a boyish lift to his shoulders as he steps forwards, a basket looped casually over one arm. Copper waves catch the light, tousled and luminous like something from a shampoo ad. His eyes—deep brown, flecked with amber—widen, and for a moment he looks frankly delighted, like he’s been waiting years for me to walk through that door.

      I blink. Nothing. I don’t recognise him. But that was definitely my name.

      “Noah Yalland,” I say, offering a hand with the bland civility of a man who fears he’s about to lose a round of Guess Which Childhood Neighbour.

      He juggles the basket—lemons and a fistful of herbs spilling their scent into the air—then wipes his palm against his trousers before clasping mine. His grip is warm, sure, with the faint rasp of calluses.

      “Leo,” he says, and there’s a tiny hitch in his breath, as though the name should mean more to me than it does. “Leo Petit.”

      Little lion. The thought flits up unbidden, though there’s nothing leonine about him. He moves more like a cat—self-contained, alert, carrying a restless energy in the twitch of an invisible tail.

      Before I can ask how he knows me, the door opens again. A woman marches in as if she owns not only the place but also the road, the village, and possibly time itself.

      She’s small, lean, late sixties, with sharp features and an even sharper haircut—a grey helmet of hair sprayed into orderly submission. She wears a floral blouse under a tan trench and carries a stack of A4 leaflets gripped like a weapon.

      “Eileen,” Leo says, turning towards her with the same bright energy. “It’s Noah. He’s back!”

      So this is Eileen Thorne from the council. Stern as ever. Used to run the parish hall like a battleship when I was a kid. I brace myself.

      Her eyes rake over me like she’s pricing livestock. I offer a hand. She does not take it.

      “Noah,” she says, and somehow makes it sound like contaminant. “Back to check out what to cash in, are we?”

      A silence thuds heavy on the floor. The chess players stop mid-move. Even the polar bear looks affronted.

      Leo gives a quick cough, gaze flicking between me and Eileen. “I was just going to—well—Noah, you’ll stay for dinner, won’t you, love? You should. You really should.”

      I ought to make an excuse. Something firm but affable—Sorry, dinner’s lovely, but I’ve already booked an evening appointment with self-pity and a tin of sardines. Instead, I just stand there like a malfunctioning automaton, because Leo’s looking at me as though I’ve stepped straight out of some story he half-believed he’d imagined. And I… well, I have absolutely no business noticing how his eyes do that. None. Best not to ask why my spine feels oddly uncooperative under the weight of it. Certainly not the sort of thing you’d mention outside a therapist’s office.

      “All right,” I hear myself say, voice steady, civilised, as though I haven’t just had an uninvited existential moment over a pair of brown eyes. “Dinner sounds good.”

      Eileen huffs, gives one of her pamphlets a sharp flick, and marches off. The door jingles behind her, sounding suspiciously like a sigh of relief. I let out one of my own.

      

      Leo busies himself behind the counter, pulling fresh grounds into a filter, flicking switches, moving with a rhythm that says he knows this place by heart. He pours me a cup—freshly brewed—and sets it down in front of me with a small, hopeful smile. Then sits across the table, eyes twinkling, as though waiting for a verdict.

      The scent of something rich and savoury floats from the kitchen. Pastry and pepper and beef—if I’m not mistaken, that’s steak and kidney pie. Grannie’s steak and kidney pie.

      I clear my throat and reach for composure, the way some men reach for umbrellas in a gale—pointless, but it makes you feel prepared.

      “So,” I say, aiming for breezy and probably landing closer to pompous, “you’re Grannie Maggie’s grandson?”

      Leo chuckles, a quick, surprised sound. “Folk do like to say that. But no—I’ve just been here long enough. Fifteen years behind this counter’ll earn you family status, I reckon.”

      Fifteen years. I do a quick sum. That would put him here around the time I vanished from Treggan Bay without so much as a thank-you note. I sip the coffee to hide the flicker of guilt. It’s good—far too good for a café perched on the edge of a sleepy village. The sort of coffee that makes you wonder if you’ve underestimated everything else about the place.

      

      Over supper—yes, definitely Grannie’s recipe, down to the hint of thyme in the crust—I watch the place fill with soft noise. People come in, call Leo’s name, pat his arm, leave with a scone wrapped in brown paper and a bit of news. One man gives him a jar of honey. A schoolgirl brings him a drawing of a cat. Leo beams and pins it to the board by the till.

      He belongs. The kind of belonging that’s grown, not gifted. Meanwhile, I sit here like a ghost in my own family story.

      Outside, the light turns golden, brushing the windowpanes with the kind of warmth that makes you forgive things. The sea croons a forgotten tune somewhere down the hill—soft, steady, like it’s been singing all along and only now have I quieted enough to hear it. And just for a moment, I’m not thirty-six and baffled by my own life, but ten again—bare feet on flagstone, the back kitchen hazy with steam, Grannie humming as she kneads dough, beef bubbling in the old enamel pot.

      My legs had never quite reached the floor from that kitchen stool. I remember swinging them, cheek puffed full of raw pastry. Grannie’s voice—dry as kindling and twice as sharp—laughing as she slapped my hand away. The room always smelled of sun-warmed wood and thyme.

      Nostalgia’s a tricky thing. It lures you in with butter and memory, then slips the blade between the ribs. Because the truth is, I don’t know how to make the pie. Never asked. Never stayed long enough to learn. And now, someone else has. Leo hasn’t taken my place. That would imply it was still mine to claim.

      I push my plate aside and nod at him. “That pie,” I say, “was indecently good.”

      He grins, like I’ve just passed some quiet test he’s too kind to name. “Thanks, love. I’ll tell her you said so.”

      I open my mouth to ask Tell who?—but stop. There’s something in the way he says it. Casual, warm, like it’s the most natural thing in the world. As if he still talks to her. As if she’s still here, somewhere in the flour-dusted air. And maybe, in the way that matters, she is.
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      FRIDAY EVENING

      Dusk settles over Kingsbridge, the market town everyone in these parts calls simply the town. Big enough to boast a police station, a couple of banks and a supermarket with aisles wide enough to get lost in—yet small enough that the estuary still sets the pace. The water laps the quay in a lazy rhythm; glassy, reflective. Boats tip and bob like they can’t make their minds up, masts scribbling against a peach-and-slate sky. Fore Street winds down with the clunk of bolts on shop doors, pasties long since sold leaving only a faint whiff of pepper and pastry. For all its daily bustle, Kingsbridge sinks into evening with the self-assurance of somewhere that knows it’s the nearest civilisation for miles around.

      By the time I pull up outside the Quayside Lantern, the last of the sun has dipped behind the hills, and the air is thick with the smell of damp earth and something approaching rain. The B&B stands prim and proper—an upright Victorian affair half-smothered in ivy and the last blush of English rose. Its sign swings gently, white paint peeling at the edges, letters done in overconfident serifs. The lantern above the door flutters to life the instant I climb out, as if the old house has rehearsed its cues—one step further and I half-expect a dour butler on the threshold, candlestick in hand.

      But no. No such luck.

      Inside: floral wallpaper, a jug of lemon barley water sweating on a tray, and a landlady with the expression of someone who doesn’t entirely approve of last-minute arrangements. Her glasses are precariously repaired with tape, prayer, and what looks like dental floss.

      Upstairs. My room smells faintly of lavender polish and optimism. The patchwork quilt is hand-stitched, if slightly uneven, and the ceiling slants inwards with the modesty of a place that’s seen generations of overnighters come and go with nothing more dramatic than a misplaced toothbrush.

      I hadn’t planned to stay. Truly. But dinner with Leo—steak and kidney pie done properly, all dark gravy and suet comfort, followed by a treacle tart that left very little room for doubt—made the idea of returning to London feel… premature.

      Besides, I hadn’t even set foot inside Saltwind yet. Just loitered at the garden gate earlier like a hesitant trespasser, peering through streaked glass at drawn curtains and a sagging porch. The place exuded all the charm of a haunted storeroom. I’d jotted one line in the margin of my old Gazette notebook before retreating: Front gate. Crowbar or holy water?

      

      Still, the evening is too young, and Treggan too strange in the half-light—no longer the village I knew, but a place where faces would clock me as an outsider, suspicious by default.

      So instead, I find myself at The Bleeding Gull, a pub perched on the coast path between Treggan Bay and Kingsbridge, claimed equally by locals and walkers. Low ceiling, beams rubbed smooth by centuries of foreheads, and horse brasses glinting above the hearth. The fire is low but steady, embers glowing beneath their ash blanket, giving off just enough heat to warm your shins and loosen your tongue. It smells of oak smoke and something faintly herbal—rosemary perhaps, or the sort of tonic a Victorian quack might prescribe for melancholy. And, faintly, there’s the tang of sea salt clinging to the walls, as if the tide makes itself at home here too.

      In the far corner, a folk singer is wrestling with a twelve-string guitar, coaxing each course into tune with the tight-lipped concentration of a man preparing to bleed emotions into the floorboards. The devoted audience—two pensioners with pints and a dog asleep under the table—awaits the sacrifice with saintly patience.

      I order a pint of Tribute and retreat to a corner booth—half observation post, half hideaway. My London instincts say not to talk politics in pubs. My Devon ones know it’s all anyone ever talks about.

      

      A group of regulars crowd near the fire—woollen jumpers, pint glasses clasped like church goblets, and faces weathered by both sea and opinion.

      “It’s the best offer we’ll ever get,” says a broad man in a waxed jacket, running a thumb round the rim of his pint. “Roof’s leaking, and the lads are dead set on Bristol anyway.”

      “You reckon? Did you see what they offered Eileen? Insulting, that was. They must think she’s daft.”

      “Still,” he shrugs, “no one else knocking on the door with a cheque, are they?”

      A woman with hair like damp peat lets out a sharp breath. “And what about those of us who want to stay put? Once it’s all holiday lets and weekender cottages, there’ll be no school, no shop, nothing. Just shut blinds and empty lanes.”

      “And holiday traffic blocking the sheep crossing,” someone adds, to a ripple of weary nods.

      Another voice chimes in, tart: “Not that the young lot want sheep or boats any more. Can’t blame ’em, mind, but still.”

      A wiry man with hedge-clipper sideburns mutters, “Better a ghost village than one that rots to bits. At least this way, we get something out of it.”

      Someone snorts. “’Spose so. And Eileen’s still at it, isn’t she? Camped out in that library like a dragon on her hoard. Printing off them leaflets—Say No to Landmark, that lot—and foisting ’em on anyone who so much as slows down near the noticeboard.”

      “Is she even leading the protest this time?”

      “Nah, barely leaves the place now. Just sits in there guarding her dusty books like they’ll march out and fight for her. Bless her heart.”

      There’s a collective shake of heads, the kind that usually precedes another round. I sip my pint. The beer’s got a quiet bitterness to it—malt and melancholy. A fair match for the room.

      

      The argument loops the usual track: livelihoods gone, kids leaving, shops closing, the slow hollowing of a place until only postcards remain. And in the middle of it, this Landmark lot—promising investment, jobs, restoration. Glossy brochures and tastefully muted artists’ impressions.

      Progress versus preservation. Money versus memory. The same tug-of-war I’ve seen played out in borough councils and backbench debates, just with more wool and fewer photocopied manifestos.

      I keep my thoughts to myself. It’s what I do. Listen first. Then write about it later, when the emotion’s cooled and the words don’t taste quite so raw.

      But something—or someone—catches my eye.

      In the far corner of the pub, where the lights dim enough to make secrets feel welcome, sits a figure I don’t recognise. Hat pulled low—one of those flat caps locals wear to blend into hedgerows—but it sits awkwardly, like it’s borrowed. Or worn for effect.

      He’s tall and wiry, nursing a glass of something golden and neat. His shoulders are held too tight for someone winding down—more like he’s waiting for a signal only he can hear. His face is turned just enough to stay half in shadow. He’s used to not being fully seen. Deliberate, I’d bet.

      I watch him over the rim of my glass. Something itches behind my collarbone. Not quite suspicion—more like the quiet chime of something out of tune.

      The folk singer starts in on The Water is Wide, voice cracking sweet and low. The regulars grumble appreciatively. But the man in the corner doesn’t move. Doesn’t blink.

      Just sits there. Watching.

      And I—well. I do the same.
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      SATURDAY MORNING

      The air smells of salt and something faintly bitter—wet hedge trimmings, sharp and vegetal like crushed leaves.

      I park the Ford at the edge of the green and step out, coat collar up against the crisp bite of morning. Treggan Bay is still here, still postcard-perfect on the surface: same stone cottages crouched close like gossiping hens, same slate roofs stippled with lichen.

      But there’s a hush underneath it all this morning. Not the sleepy kind. Something more brittle.

      The school—my old one—sits slumped behind its gate, the playground empty but for four small figures doing laps with a half-flat football. I stop to watch them. They don’t shout. No shrieks, no skipping ropes snapping against tarmac. Just a low murmur of breath and leather scuff. Even the building seems to frown, its plastered walls faded and hunched inwards.

      People pass me in twos or alone, their gaits slower, shoulders rounded not from age alone but habit. They glance my way. They do that here. A brisk nod if they know your people. A longer, cooler look if they’re not sure whether you’re trouble or just passing through. My suit jacket—wool-blend, charcoal with a faint check—wins me the latter. Too sharp, too city. I may as well have editorial elite stitched across the back. The lining suddenly feels three degrees too warm; I look like a man who took a wrong turn on the way to a budget committee.

      

      As I round the bend by the old post office, I catch the sight of the parish hall, rearing up from the green. Good Lord, I’d forgotten how bloated it is—like someone took a modest schoolhouse and force-fed it aspirations. Built, no doubt, in that peculiarly puffed-up Victorian mood when Treggan Bay fancied itself the next Totnes. Rough stone walls, slate roof, sash windows too numerous by half.

      To the right and slightly uphill, stands the Church of St Lydiana the Wayfarer. The bell tower, always appearing vaguely mistrustful of the wind, is topped with a fish-shaped weathervane that flaps about in no particular hurry, unsure which way it wants to believe in. Somewhere up in that tower, Old Liddy—the rusting ship’s bell—sleeps off the hangover of a century’s worth of tolling.

      But in the early stillness of this morning, it’s the parish hall that draws the eye—a great hulking brute of civic optimism. Its wide lawn lies mostly empty, save for a knot of figures midway across, clearly tangled in some sort of scuffle. Arms jerk. Someone’s scarf flaps like a white flag reconsidering its commitment to peace.

      I slow, squinting. The sort of rural fracas that either ends with cake or a trip to A&E. Hard to tell which from here.

      A sharp shout cuts through the air. I flinch.

      Was that—Eileen?

      I step off the street, climbing over the low stone wall that edges the lawn. The grass is damp beneath my soles, soft with last night’s dew. A cluster of villagers clogs the path ahead, voices overlapping in low, irritable murmurs. I shoulder through with a few muttered apologies and a polite excuse-me or two, until I reach the front.

      And there she is.

      Eileen, gripping a pitchfork—an honest-to-God, rust-flecked, three-pronged relic that looks like it’s spent the last decade propped behind a compost bin. She holds it with both hands, knuckles white, the points pressed squarely into the chest of a man pinned to the flint wall.

      He’s tall and alarmingly thin, all angles and poorly chosen tailoring. Possibly in his late fifties. Limbs awkward. Eyes bulging. He looks like he’s been cut out and pasted there. The navy suit is rumpled, his expression more so. It takes a moment, but then I clock him: the weasel from the pub. No flat cap this time—just a sweep of slicked-back hair losing ground at the temples, and a moustache so thin and mean it looks drawn on with a biro.

      “Get out, you cold-handed bastard!” Eileen’s voice is iron. “Set foot in my library again and I’ll drive this thing straight through your middle like a pig on a spit.”

      A middle-aged woman nearby—clipboard, blazer, blonde hair, face like a panicked vole in a chignon—shrieks, “Someone call the police!” She clutches her lanyard like a crucifix.

      The crowd is mostly pensioners and dog-walkers, gathered at a prudent distance. No one moves to intervene. They observe like it’s Sunday panto.

      I dart forwards, hands raised. “Eileen! You’ll do yourself a mischief⁠—”

      “Back off, Noah,” she hisses. “This rat’s sniffin’ round again. Pretending it’s a survey. Survey my arse.”

      The pitchfork jerks as she says it, and I feel it catch—sharp—through the side seam of my jacket.

      “Bloody—!” I leap back, heart thumping. The wool tears with a dreadful sound far more personal than it should be. Inches from skin. Too close.

      Eileen blinks. Her fury wavers. And so do her hands.

      The suited weasel gurgles something about ‘legal action’.

      She growls, “Touch your foot on my library step again and I’ll pin you like a moth, Frank Cullen. And don’t think I won’t.”

      With a last, warning jab that’s more theatrical than lethal, she lowers the fork. The watching villagers don’t clap—but I wouldn’t have been surprised.

      I haul Cullen off the wall, more from instinct than sympathy. He’s trembling, though trying to smother it behind a curl of corporate bravado.

      His briefcase bursts open in the mud—papers splayed, the dreaded Landmark Syndicate logo stamped bold across the pages. About as subtle as a fox in a chicken coop. He snatches it up with a grimace.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We walk slowly to a grey Lexus parked just up the street.

      “Thank you,” Cullen mutters, adjusting his crushed lapel with a sniff. “Very unprofessional. Extremely volatile.”

      “That’s Eileen,” I say, brushing my torn jacket. “What did you think would happen, waltzing into the village the morning after a protest? With a briefcase?”

      He opens his mouth, likely to bluster something forgettable, but the clipboard woman—flustered, cheeks blotchy—jumps in first.

      “We’ll, um, of course we’ll pay for your jacket. Here’s my card. Please—just call me Betty.”

      “Oh, cheers.” I take the card without looking and offer my hand out of habit. “Noah Yalland.”

      Cullen’s head snaps round. His expression sharpens like a hound catching scent.

      “Maggie Trew’s grandson?”

      “You knew her?” I ask, more guarded than curious.

      “Not personally,” he says, a little too quickly. “But you’re just the man I was hoping to run into.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “The cottage,” he says, with a glint that feels rehearsed. “It has potential. Would you consider selling?”

      “Selling Saltwind? Sure. But⁠—”

      “Saltwind?” His head tilts, interest piqued.

      “Yeah. My family’s never been accused of excessive creativity.” I offer a wry, apologetic smile. Then I nod towards the protest sign leaning theatrically against his front tyre. “Bad timing, don’t you think?”

      “Perfect timing,” Cullen waves it off with a grin that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “You see people’s true faces when trouble stirs. All the niceties go out the window. That’s when you learn what they’re hiding.”

      He chuckles as if we’re sharing a joke.

      We’re not.

      “Nearly learned it via pitchfork,” I mutter.

      “Oh, she wouldn’t have done it. This place is full of theatre. Smoke without fire.”

      I think of Eileen—shoulders trembling beneath that stubborn coat, fury braced straight through her spine. Folk here don’t bend easy. They can’t. You don’t last this long in a place like this unless you’re part of its rock and bone.

      “You’re wrong,” I say, voice low and flat. “You’ve no idea what you’re dealing with.”

      Cullen tilts his head, a narrow-eyed smile twitching to life. “That’s what I intend to find out.”

      I leave him there, marinating in self-satisfaction and sales strategy, perched in his Lexus with its spotless dashboard and inflated sense of purpose.
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        * * *

      

      My feet carry me down the street, though not in the direction of Saltwind. Technically, I’m on a mission to erase the burnt instant coffee still haunting my mouth from breakfast. That’s the official story. Not because I’m hoping to see Leo, obviously. Perish the thought.

      Drift Café sits quiet at the end of the cobbled street, its faded wood sign swinging gently in the breeze, and the door placard still reads CLOSED. But there’s movement inside—someone crossing the floor.

      Through the glass pane of the front door, I see him.

      Leo.

      He’s carrying a wide tray fresh from the kitchen, still wreathed in a whisper of steam. Rows of golden bread rolls, their crusts glossy, wink in the morning light. He looks up and spots me. His whole face brightens—unmistakably—and he lifts a brow, beckoning with a tilt of the head and a smile that doesn’t quite behave.

      I step inside.

      “You’re open early?” I ask, doing my best to sound like a man entirely indifferent to what he just walked into.

      Leo grins, setting the tray behind the counter. “Officially we open at eleven. Unofficially, if I’m here, and you knock pretty enough…” He shrugs, already reaching for the grinder.

      “I’ll knock prettier next time,” I say, sliding onto a stool to watch him.

      He makes coffee the way I imagine some people build boats—steady hands, quiet devotion, sleeves rolled to the elbow. The hiss of the steam wand cuts the silence, sharp but companionable, as though the room itself leans in to watch him work.

      Outside, the breeze teases through the open window, and a strand of Leo’s copper hair lifts like a thread of flame. He leans across the counter to pass me the cup, laughing softly at something I’ve said but already forgotten. The laugh is low, unguarded. It snugs in somewhere inconvenient in my chest.

      Then the bathroom door creaks open behind him.

      Eileen steps through, looking washed and composed—though not altogether settled. Her cheeks have lost some colour, and her gaze lands on me like a misfired dart.

      Her eyes drop to my jacket.

      The gash.

      “Blimey,” she mutters, stiffening. “Medal from Landmark next, is it? For getting in the way?”

      I smile into my cup. “Hardly. Just trying to keep the peace.”

      She sniffs, arms folded like a fortress. “Keeping the peace won’t get you a better price for Maggie’s cottage, dear. Just so we’re clear. Landmark don’t do generous—they drive a bargain like it’s a demolition.”

      I take a slow sip of coffee. “Is that why you’re so bitter, then? Because they didn’t offer you enough to sell your soul?”

      Her eyes burn like hot coals under a wet log. She opens her mouth, jaw tightening—about to let something properly cutting fly.

      Leo clears his throat pointedly. Just in time. “Eileen. Sandwich?”

      She eyes him, then sighs and pulls an aluminium tin from her bag. “Cheese and pickle. Don’t spare the pickle.”

      “With pleasure,” he says, already tugging out a long sheet of brown paper from under the counter, the kind that makes you think of packed lunches and long walks. He folds it twice and lays it flat, then sets about assembling the sandwich with brisk, practised hands. The paper rustles like a memory.

      I finish the last sip of coffee and set the cup down, murmuring my thanks.

      “Off already, love?” Leo asks, not quite looking at me.

      “Better that than an encore,” I say lightly, nodding at Eileen. She pretends not to hear.

      I step out before the tension knits itself tighter.

      

      Back on the cobbled street, the village greets me like cold bathwater—still, bracing, and faintly judging.

      A man unloading potatoes from the back of his truck offers a single, unsmiling nod. A girl with a spaniel passes by and whispers something to her gran, who purses her lips and stares directly at my jacket.

      No one asks what happened. They won’t need to. By lunchtime, the whole village will know about the pitchfork, the briefcase, and the London journalist who got himself wedged between the two.

      Thing about rural folk—they’re not unkind. Just deliberate.

      They’ll make you a sandwich if you break your leg.

      But they’ll also let you bleed a while first. See if you deserve it.

      And right now, with my jacket slashed open like a crime scene, I’m bleeding.

      Figuratively.

      But still.

      Christ.

      Welcome back to Treggan Bay.
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