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      Pip Toppleton stood by the window, gazing out over the Pretty Beach hills. The hills she loved. The hills that had surrounded and cosseted her as she’d grown up. The hills where she wanted to stay for the rest of her life. She sighed as she watched the familiar intermittent gleam of the lighthouse far off in the distance. If you didn’t know it, you wouldn’t realise it was the lighthouse glinting, but those in the hills knew. Those in the hills were comforted by its presence. They watched it at night, blinking from afar, and saw it shining in the day. She squinted down towards The Golden Lion pub at the intersection of the lanes. Smoke furled from the chimney, and she could just see the bunting crossing the street by the village shop flapping in the wind. She wondered if Betty at the shop would have put the bread delivery out yet, and let inconsequential thoughts run through her brain as she stared out the window. Anything to stop thinking about the real stuff on her mind.

      Pip leant against the architrave of the old sash window with her arms crossed and sighed. It looked like it was going to be a beautiful day. A lovely day to stroll along the bridleway and do what she loved best. A chance to get outside and let nature do its thing with the inside of Pip’s brain. Not that she needed the weather to give her permission to get outside in the fresh air. Pip Toppleton was always outside, lapping up nature every which way she could. Most of the time, getting outside had been the sanctuary that had soothed her mind. But it wasn’t working quite as well at the moment because she had quite a few pressing things on the table – namely putting food on it. That was always a good idea.

      As she made her way down the steep stairs, she noticed the house seemed eerily quiet without her girls. She always felt a mixture of freedom and loss when it was their weekend with their dad. Freedom to get outside, wander down the bridleway, cross over the disused train tracks, have an amble by the stream, and end up at the village. Sometimes she’d stroll all the way to Pretty Beach. But lost without someone constantly calling her name or asking for a lift, the house was quietly calm.

      Padding down the tightly turning back stairs into the snug, she then crossed the flagstone entrance hall and looked around at the lovely old house. As she passed the sitting room on the way to the kitchen, she thought about the meeting she’d had a few weeks before with lovely Shane, the estate agent from Pretty Beach. Shane had been around to have a look at the house and paddock, and give her a pointer on a few things, then as they’d sat down with a cup of tea, he had slipped into industry speak. Afterwards, when he’d got back into the office, he’d sent her a little text message spiel informing her he wouldn’t even need to go to market with her house should she decide selling it was definitely an avenue she wanted to explore. Pip smiled to herself as she thought about Shane. She’d gone to school with him down in Pretty Beach; he was sweet and good at his job, but little did he know that she’d never intended on actually selling the house. But she was playing a game. He’d been so earnest when he’d told her sweetly that he would more than likely be able to sell the house in an hour and definitely by the end of the day. She’d smiled and nodded at that and knew that he wouldn’t have minded knowing that their meeting was just to let Pip’s ex think that she was putting the wheels in motion to get him the money he was after. Even though they’d never married, the law and his fancy pants solicitor, unfortunately, meant he had a claim on the house.

      She closed her eyes after rereading the message. There was no way she was selling her house. No way in the world.

      Nestled in this village hamlet sat in the hills behind Pretty Beach, you will discover this appealing detached Grade II listed four-bedroom house with adjacent outbuildings.

      Brick built with a slate roof, the four-bedroom house was extended on the north side in the 1950s and also includes a snug, study, and conservatory on the ground floor, along with a cellar, and a beautifully handcrafted kitchen with an Aga and fireplace.

      The property includes stables and nearby fenced grazing paddocks, with hacking and riding available on a network of bridleways.

      The house also has a walled garden, originally the kitchen garden of Seafolly Hill House, and a few of the original fig trees are evident in the well-tended orchard by the property’s stream.

      The oddest thing of all was that Pip had cried when she’d read Shane’s message. Not little namby-pamby warm tears slipping out of the corner of her eyes and rolling down her cheeks like an actress in a film. Oh, no. There was no slow blinking of eyes and side-to-camera crumpling of faces. Nope. Pip had gone full-on into real-girl, ugly, snotty blubbing. Gripping onto the farmhouse table in the kitchen, sobbing with quite the side of wailing thrown in for good measure. The message with its estate agent speak had pushed her over some imaginary edge she hadn’t realised she’d been sitting on the precipice of for a long time. A very long time.

      It had, though, tightened her resolve that she would rather lie down and die than lose the house. Nigel, her ex, had taken enough of her – she’d be damned if he thought he was getting any of the house either. She’d phoned Shane as soon as she’d gathered herself from the blubbing and told him to sell the paddock at the back, but there was no way she was selling her house. The house had been in the Toppleton family for generations, for as long as anyone could remember, and she was never going to let it go.

      After toasting herself two crumpets, splodging on so much of the butter from the farm down the road that the plate swam in it, she took the crumpets and a cup of tea and went and sat in the snug at the back of the house. As she sipped her tea and stared at the bookcase hiding the door to a secret room, she mulled over the situation with her ex, Nigel. Staring at the door to the little room, she thought about all the times she’d hidden in the secret room under the stairs when she was a little girl, just as her girls still did. She’d be darned if Nigel was going to take it away.

      She nodded to herself. She had to play the game, which was how Shane, the estate agent, had come to be sitting with her in a professional capacity in the first place. Not that he had known that he was mostly wasting his time talking about the actual house. She’d not let on to anyone about that. She’d considered Shane and his time before she’d had the meeting with him, and she knew that he’d be more than happy to be involved in her scheming. He was true blue Pretty Beach and had, like others, had a run-in with Nigel himself. It was a shame Pip hadn’t realised that when she’d first met Nigel.

      What Shane did now know was that she was definitely going to be selling off a paddock which wouldn’t really affect her house, but it would give Nigel the money he thought he deserved. Pip was playing the long game. She’d been playing it since she’d seen Nigel getting to know his South American colleague he worked with, very well on the camera she’d installed in one of the old stables. Installing a camera was a bit of a push. It had been a wireless video doorbell, but it had done the trick.

      And since that day when the app on her phone had confirmed that Nigel wasn’t examining spreadsheets with the woman from work, she’d been calm and calculated and on the ball. It had been that way right up until Shane had sent her the text, whereupon she’d collapsed into a blubbering heap. But she was still way ahead in the game. Now, though, as things with Nigel were getting to closure, he was stamping his foot a little bit. He wanted quite a bit of money. He’d said it was rightfully his. Not that she cared that much because she had plenty more ammunition to throw at him - like his incy-wincy bits of clever accounting, also known as tax evasion, but she didn’t want to get into that. She’d just sell the paddock and let him think he’d done well. That had been her game strategy since the first time she’d realised that the Ecuadorian had not just been coming over to go through profit and loss.

      It had been a few years since she’d seen the evidence on her phone screen, and on top of rolling out all sorts of strategies, Pip had siphoned off money so Nigel didn’t know about it. And oh, how carefully she’d done it too. The money hadn’t gone literally under the mattress, as it were, but it had been dispensed off to her dad, who, it had turned out, was rather good at hiding things under his bed.

      She finished the crumpets and wiped her mouth with a linen napkin. How good the butter from the farm down the road tasted. She’d embraced butter since Nigel had gone. She’d embraced a lot of things – the lack of visits for her Botox top-ups, ditto manicures and pedicures, no hair extensions for that little bit of extra zhush, and zero dieting. She was ridiculously happily not plant-based, that was a fact. She’d no longer had to keep herself looking the way he liked her to look when she was on his arm. Which had been the main reason he’d been with her in the first place.

      Taking a deep breath and hoping that the bridleway would help to soothe her jumbled mind, she put her plate and cup in the dishwasher, slipped on her yard boots by the back door, and strolled through the garden towards the orchard. The sun was just beginning to peek through the clouds when Pip arrived at the bridleway. She’d walked it countless times before, but today it seemed extra sweet with its whiff of spring in the air. The trees blossomed with leaves, the hedgerows lining the path seemed as if they were alive, and there were lambs in the far field. The sky was the sort of blue that she’d only ever seen in the hills of Pretty Beach – a coastal-y, aqua-y, English-y blue. Pip’s heart swelled as she inhaled deeply and bent down to the crocuses lining the path. She loved spring and everything it brought with it. Even with life weighing heavily on her mind, she took in her surroundings, and with the village shop as her destination, her brain slowly began to decompress.

      Not that her jumbled thoughts went away completely. That wouldn’t happen until Nigel was paid off and she knew what was what, and her finances were set. She stopped in her tracks to examine the tiny flowers of blackthorn, letting out a sigh and closing her eyes. She was sick of worrying and tired of feeling like she was treading water. She needed to be out in nature, taking a walk and clearing her head, not worrying about Nigel and his antics.

      She stopped for a moment by the old stile, looking over the patchwork quilt of fields fitting together like a puzzle all the way down to the sea, deciding whether or not to go the long way down the bridleway or through the fields. She closed her eyes for a second, inhaled, and then stared up as a flock of birds hung high in the sky overhead. Deciding she needed as much fresh air as she had time for, she settled on the long way around and climbed over the stile. Ambling along the bridleway, she was lost in thought until she got to a lane where she could see The Golden Lion pub sitting proudly in the sunshine. Harriet, the owner, was standing outside in green wellies, watering the long line of hanging baskets going from left to right.

      ‘Morning,’ Harriet called out cheerily. ‘What a stunner of a day. At long last, we’re seeing the back of the bad weather.’

      ‘Yup. I just thought the same,’ Pip agreed. ‘It’s a gorgeous day.’

      ‘No girls today?’

      ‘No. It’s not my week.’

      ‘A bit of peace for you, then.’ Harriet laughed.

      ‘Indeed. I need it!’

      ‘Where are you off to? Off down to Pretty Beach for the morning, are you?’

      ‘No, just the shop. Do you know if Holly’s girls have been in with the bread delivery yet?’

      ‘Not sure.’ Harriet inclined her head towards the interior of the pub. ‘I was cleaning the bar from early on.’

      ‘Oh, right. I’ll soon find out.’

      ‘What are you up to for the rest of the day?’ Harriet asked as she put her watering can down and took a few steps closer to Pip.

      Pip could have listed a million things from the reams of lists in her head, most of which she couldn’t be bothered to go into. No one wanted to know the ins and outs of her busy day. ‘Oh, you know, this and that. I’m working from home. You?’

      Harriet nodded over towards the pub, where the pastel Pretty Beach bunting strung from left to right across the whole of the top of the building and flapped in the wind. ‘The usual.’

      ‘Nice.’

      ‘How’s your mum?’ Harriet asked with a concerned look on her face.

      ‘Yeah, up and down.’

      ‘Let me know if you need anything.’

      ‘Will do,’ Pip replied and waved goodbye. As she walked further down the lane, she stopped at the fence by the pond where a family of ducks waddled around by the water’s edge and an old willow tree rustled in the wind, the sun glinting through its leaves in flashes of light. As Pip stood gazing at the ducks, she felt a surge of gratitude for the Pretty Beach Hills. All it took was the simple pleasures and the little things to make her world feel better; a walk on the bridleway, a chat with a local, and nature all around her always brightened up her life. And stupid Nigel thought he was going to take it all away. He had another thing coming if he thought that was how it was going to turn out.

      The path wound into the side of the lane marked by hundreds of years’ worth of footsteps and led down towards the tiny village centre where doors of the long rows of cottages on either side opened directly onto the pavement. Tiny the village most certainly was – a corner shop, a community hall, another pub, The Ship Inn, the old post office with its red post box built into the side of a cottage, the teeny village school, the church, and the rectory. Pip paused at the top of the main street to take it all in – the pastel pinks and blues of the old cottages, the cobblestone street, the window boxes carefully tended, and the tiny little dormer windows peeping out from the eaves. On the lovely spring day, everything looked to be smiling.

      As she got further into the village, she smiled at the WI ladies sitting chatting in a row on a bench and waved her hand in acknowledgement. Making her way further along the main street Pip walked past window boxes full of daffodils until she came to the corner shop, which wasn’t at the corner at all, but slap bang in the middle of a long line of terraced cottages, each one an anchor for the pastel lines of Pretty Beach bunting.

      Arriving at the shop, she pushed open the door with the sound of a shop bell tinkling merrily overhead. Inhaling as she stepped in, she was greeted by the shop smell she’d known all her life. A mixture that meant comfort; freshly delivered bread, spices, coffee, and just village life all amalgamated into the cramped shelves of the store. She walked down the jam-packed aisle on the right-hand side, where the small, overcrowded space catered for just about any occasion and everything else in between. Everywhere she looked, things were piled up haphazardly – stacks of cardboard boxes, a small showcase of local jam, a little display unit packed with a towering stack of birthday cards, and a charity coin collection box. At the back, a large timber counter ran the width of the shop, its top littered with sweets, SIM cards, boxes of biscuits, tins, and all sorts neatly stacked. Pip paused for a moment, picked up a box of teabags, and waited for Betty to emerge from the back.

      A few seconds later, Betty, with her white-blonde tumble of curls piled up on top of her head, bustled out from the back with a mug of tea in her hand. ‘Morning, my lovely. How are we? What a beautiful day. Hopefully, we’ve seen the last of the rain. Off down to Pretty Beach, are you?’

      Pip wasn’t sure how she was feeling. She had a lot going on in her head, she did know that. ‘Yep, I’m good. The bridleway was gorgeous this morning. It never gets old as far as I’m concerned.’

      ‘I bet. I’ve already had the fair weather walkers in,’ Betty replied with a nod and a sip of her tea.

      Pip nodded. ‘Yes, I saw a few too. All cagoule-ed up and on their way down to the lighthouse.’

      ‘Indeed. It’s started, and they’ll be with us until October.’ Betty laughed.

      ‘Yep. Harriet is already getting ready for it. She said she’s been cleaning all morning.’

      ‘That I can believe. Holly’s already been up here with a double order too. We know the time of year by the size of Holly’s delivery.’

      Pip chuckled. ‘And so it begins.’

      ‘What are you up to? Where are the girls? With you know who, are they?’

      ‘Yes, they’re with Nigel. I’ve got a bit of peace and quiet.’ Pip nodded.

      Betty clicked her tongue in a bit of a tut. ‘In ’ere the other day he was. You should have seen how quickly the Locals Only went under the counter.’ Betty chortled.

      ‘You make me die, Bets.’

      ‘You really think I’d give the likes of him anything that’s worth having?’

      ‘Well, no, but you still make me laugh,’ Pip acknowledged.

      ‘I don’t make him laugh.’ Betty raised her chin a touch and her eyebrows flicked upwards. ‘I hear he’s got his eye on the house.’

      Pip smiled back. She’d wondered how long it would be before Betty knew. ‘Shane?’

      ‘Yep. I saw him down the Smugglers. So old matey boy Nigel thinks you might sell.’ Betty smirked. ‘Does he have anything inside of that skull of his?’

      ‘He would be so lucky.’

      ‘Shane told me all about it, but I thought to myself that you probably have other plans. Not that I said that, of course.’

      ‘Yeah, I’m going to sell the old paddock.’

      Betty nodded and scrunched up her lips. ‘Thought as much. No flies on you.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘And then what?’

      Pip nodded earnestly. ‘And then nothing. That should get rid of him.’

      ‘I should say so. Or we’ll need to start on other things,’ Betty stated seriously.

      Pip laughed at Betty’s reference to an old folk legend whereby the people of Pretty Beach Hills got rid of anyone they didn’t like. ‘Hillies.’

      ‘You said it.’

      ‘You did warn me when I first met him that he wasn’t giving you the right vibes. Why did I not listen, Bets?’ Pip admitted. ‘And we all know we have to get past a trial in the shop with Betty and then a second one with Harriet in the pub. It fell on deaf ears in my case concerning him.’

      ‘It did. You live and learn,’ Betty said. ‘Knew it as soon as I clapped eyes on him.’

      ‘Hmm. I wish I’d taken heed.’

      ‘Didn’t look too bad, though.’ Betty chortled. ‘I’ll give that to him.’

      ‘I guess so. I was swayed by that, for sure.’

      ‘You got a couple of very gorgeous girls out of it, so there is that,’ Betty acknowledged.

      ‘Can’t argue with that,’ Pip replied as she put the teabags on the counter and pushed them towards Betty.

      Betty nodded. ‘Yep, already on your tab.’

      Pip laughed. She’d been going into the shop for more or less her whole life, and she still had no idea how Betty, without a calculator, till, or payment dongle, knew everyone’s tab down to the last penny every single week.

      Betty raised her mug up. ‘Tea for the way back?’

      Pip nodded. ‘You spoil me, Bets. Love one, thanks.’

      She watched as Betty went out the back and, two minutes later, came back with a pink reusable cup and slid it across the counter. ‘There you go.’

      ‘Thanks. What are you up to today? Any plans for later?’ Pip asked.

      Betty pointed out to the open door behind her. ‘It’s sunny.’

      ‘Ha ha. I know what that means.’ Pip chuckled. ‘You’ll be sitting out the back in the sun trap, working on your tan.’

      Betty nodded. ‘I’ve already had Pete on the phone this morning. He’s coming up after he’s been on the boat.’

      Pip shook her head at Betty’s already-tanned face. ‘You two are hilarious.’

      ‘Got to be done, Pip, got to be done. You know me, love a bit of vitamin D.’

      Pip picked up her teabags. ‘Yep, indeed. Be seeing you then.’

      ‘Will do. See you in the pub if not before. Be good, and don’t let that idiot ex of yours get to you.’

      Pip smiled as she walked away. Easier said than done.
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      Pip made her way back along the main street, past the long rows of pastel-coloured cottages, and along past the tiny primary school. She paused at the top of the street to take it all in - the cottages in their beautiful array of pastel hues, the crooked chimneys, slate roofs, some with ivy creeping up the walls. Overhead pretty pastel triangles fluttered cheerfully in the breeze and Pip could almost feel the echoes of history on the cobblestones beneath her feet. When the sky was blue over the hills, there was nothing quite like it. She sighed to herself as she clutched her tea, incredibly grateful for her existence in the idyllic little corner of the world.

      She turned past the church and the old rectory and then strolled along the public footpath running alongside. As she sipped the tea Betty had made for her, she made her way to the stile, hopped over, and then paused for a second, looking all the way along the bridleway, the warmth of the spring sun toasting the back of her neck. She raised her eyebrows in greeting at a walking group as they strolled past, and smiled at the daffodils bobbing their heads underneath the hedgerows. She might have a few problems on her mind, but life in the Pretty Beach hills on a spring morning was mostly good.

      As she continued her walk, inhaling the fresh country air, gravelly compacted soil crunched underneath her feet, the hedges and grass glistened with dew, and every now and then, a breeze shook the trees and whisked her hair around her head. The bridleway was always beautiful whenever Pip walked it, but today it was showing off with the change in season. It took Pip’s breath away as she strolled along in an attempt to clear her head.

      The further along the bridleway she went, the more she got lost in the vibrant greens, and when she came to the stream that ran down towards Pretty Beach, she finished her tea and wedged the cup into the pocket of her Ridgeline coat. For a minute, she just stood still by the stream, breathing in the clean air and listening to the sound of water burbling past rocks and over shiny pebbles. She watched a butterfly drift past and listened to the serene sound of birds twittering in the trees. None of it was anything new; Pip had grown up by the stream and loved how just being beside it filled her with tranquillity and made all seem right with the world. As she turned a corner, climbed over another stile, and took a fork in the path, she mulled over the conundrum of what she was going to do about Nigel. Following along the side of the bubbling stream, she turned as it meandered, crossed over a tiny bridge and onto her land. Just as she was going underneath the old apple trees at the bottom of the orchard, she nearly jumped out of her skin when a man without a shirt appeared from the trees with his hand held up aggressively in a stop sign.

      Trying not to gape at his, well, his shirtless attire, and feeling a mixture of attraction and fear at this stranger appearing from nowhere, she took note of his commanding sign and stopped in her tracks. The man had taken her completely by surprise. Pip felt her heart racing and not only in fear. What was presented to her was rather on the nice side – tall, standing proud, with a very handsome face. It had to be said that the face didn’t look too happy. Pip frowned and went to say something. The man whisper-hissed, ‘Don’t move. Back off.’

      Pip was suddenly indignant. Who was this stranger telling her what to do on her own property? ‘Excuse me!’ Pip exclaimed. ‘You’re trespassing!’ Pip tried to mask her surprise at his disdain as she spoke. She attempted to speak in a strong voice. She didn’t feel too strong. She did feel a very odd and long absent tingle somewhere she hadn’t felt one for a very long time.

      ‘I don’t give a monkeys,’ the man hissed, standing stock still without looking at her, his gaze fixed on whatever it was in front of him.

      Pip blinked rapidly, not quite knowing what to say. She spluttered a bit, her voice less strong. ‘This is private property.’

      ‘Sue me,’ the man fired back, still without looking in Pip’s direction. ‘It would fall under negligence due to inadvertently straying off the path for valid reasons.’

      Pip swallowed and felt her hands ball into fists as she took in the shirtless man in front of her. He wasn’t unfit. There were muscles on muscles, if that was even a thing. She frowned when she heard a whimper, and as she went to move forward to investigate, a twig snapped under her foot. The man swore at her intrusion. He reiterated for her not to move by insistently holding up his hand again. He hissed, ‘There’s a dog here, and he appears to have hurt his paw. He was coming down the path there, and I cajoled him in here, but he’s very wary of me. I clipped him with my bike.’

      Pip took two cautious steps to her right and craned her neck around the tree. She spied the dog and let out a sigh of relief, ‘Ahh, that’s Billy. Hello, Billy boy. What have you done with yourself?’

      ‘You know him?’ the man asked.

      ‘Yes, yes.’ Pip took a few steps closer. ‘What happened?’

      ‘I was riding along down there on my bike and he came out of nowhere, and before I could do anything, he was right in front of me. I swerved, but I just got him on the paw, I think.’

      Pip rolled her eyes sceptically, used to the enthusiastic hobby cyclists who thought it was their legal right to hammer it along the bridleway on their bikes. The weather brought them out in droves. ‘Going too fast, no doubt.’

      The man snapped his head around, a look of thunder on his face. ‘Yeah, nah, actually. He bounced right in front of the bike. I couldn’t do anything about it.’

      Pip shook her head. ‘Even so, you can’t just wander onto someone’s property without permission.’

      The man openly rolled his eyes. ‘Do me a favour. Who are you, the Queen or something? Besides that’s mitigation right there in front of you.’

      Pip swallowed as the huge biceps, part of the huge arms, seemed to physically ripple of their own accord. There was another strange but not unwelcome tingle in areas she’d thought were long dead and buried. ‘I can handle it from here,’ she said as she moved towards Billy, bobbing down under the tree and getting closer. Billy whimpered again, and Pip took out her phone, scrolled through, and then pressed, waited, frowned, and then tried a different number. ‘Hi Betty, it’s Pip. Look, I’ve just found Billy in the orchard. He’s got out again, but this time he appears to have been hit by a cyclist. Can you see if Emma is around?’ Pip waited, moving the bottom of her phone away from her mouth and addressing the man. ‘Emma, Billy’s owner, a good friend of mine, never answers her phone at this time of day. She’ll be down at the village, probably in the hall. Don’t worry, I can sort it from here.’
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