



[image: ]








SAFE HARBOUR


Cara Cooper









Published by Xcite Books Ltd – 2011
ISBN 9781908192530


Copyright © Cara Cooper 2011


The right of Cara Cooper to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by herin accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be copied, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, electrostatic, magnetic tape, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the written permission of the publishers: Xcite Books, Suite 11769, 2nd Floor, 145-157 St John Street, London EC1V 4PY


The storycontained within this book is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Other titles from Xcite Romance















	[image: ]


	[image: ]


	[image: ]
















Chapter One


HE WAS EVERY POSSIBLE kind of threat. Cassandra Waverley stood with folded arms and her hand cradling her chin, studying him out of the window of her small harbourside restaurant. If he had noticed her, he wasn’t letting on. She bit her thumbnail and shifted uneasily from one foot to another.


‘He’s been out there for 40 minutes now. Someone should go out and ask him what he’s up to.’


Megan sat at one of the little round tables and picked up another fork, polished it with the fresh white tea towel and peered at the stranger standing across the road. ‘Well, you’re never backward in coming forward. You could do it.’


‘I suppose I could, but unfortunately I don’t own the street so I can’t go and accost people walking up and down it and demand to know what they’re doing.’ Cassandra was aware she was being bad tempered, but concern had clouded her green eyes and, apparently, her judgement.


‘Actually, he’s kind of cute, don’t you think?’ Luckily Megan, sweet as ever, hadn’t taken offence. She picked up a spoon and polished it till she could see her face looking back.


Exasperation rang in Cassandra’s voice. ‘If you think someone decidedly suspicious, who has stood for half an hour taking photos of your property and who has stony black eyes that miss nothing is cute, I suppose so. I’d say he looks dodgy.’


Megan stopped her polishing and put her head to one side, considering. ‘Uh huh, dangerous sums him up more like. Wonderfully dangerous, like a big cat waiting to pounce. I’d take bets this sleepy old town hasn’t seen a man as dangerous as that since there were pirates in the harbour.’


‘Yup, and they ran the pirates out because they didn’t want that sort round here. What on Earth do you think he’s up to?’ Cassandra could feel her chest tightening with the tension.


Megan who now had in front of her three neat piles of knives, forks and spoons came over and stood by the window. Megan was short, slightly round with dark straight neatly cropped hair. A complete opposite to her boss, Cassandra, who stood tall, with long untameable blonde locks and olive green eyes. The only similarity the two girls had was the standard waitress uniform they wore of black hipster trousers and crisp white shirts. Even here they differed in that Megan spilt plumply over the top of her waistband whereas Cassandra’s hip bones could be seen underneath hers.


‘Maybe he’s a tourist,’ ventured Megan.


‘On his own, and pacing backwards and forwards. I don’t think so. He’s casing the joint in some way.’


‘Casing the joint,’ laughed Megan. ‘You’ve been watching too many gangster movies.’


‘Maybe that’s it,’ sparked Cassandra. ‘He’s either a crook ... or a policeman.’


‘He could be. He’s certainly got the build for it. With shoulders that wide and being that tall he could protect anybody. But why would any policeman be interested in this sleepy old place? Nothing ever happens here.’


‘Good question. Well, that only leaves us with him being a crook of some sort. Now those new antiques places have opened round the corner, he might be sussing them out.’


‘You know what I think,’ said Megan sitting herself down at the table again, taking out a paper napkin and wrapping a knife, fork and spoon up in it.


‘No, what?’ asked Cassandra, all ears.


‘I think you’ve got too fertile an imagination.’ Megan placed the rolled-up napkin in a large earthenware jug and prepared to start the next one.


‘I’m only being observant.’ Cassandra ran her hands along the crystals which dangled from threads in front of the window and threw rainbows from the early morning sun, all round the peppermint green walls. ‘And protecting myself.’


‘Are they part of your protection?’ Megan pointed to the dancing glass crystals.


‘Of course they are. They energise the chi currents which promote harmony and happiness. Perhaps they’ll ward him off.’


Megan snorted. ‘If he really is some sort of crook it’ll take a lot more than a few sparkly crystals and you frowning at him to see him off.’ She didn’t know anything about all that mystical Chinese stuff but she knew that since Cassandra had bought and done up the restaurant, it did have an extraordinarily peaceful feel to it.


Cassandra wandered to the bar at the back of the restaurant with a definite harrumph. Well, Megan might not be unnerved by the stranger but then she didn’t own the Feng Shui restaurant. She hadn’t staked her whole future and virtually every penny she had in it the way Cassandra had.


Taking a pair of secateurs out of the side drawer, Cassandra marched over to the door, a determined look on her face.


‘Crikey, you’re not planning to attack him with those, are you?’


‘Very funny. I’m going out to pick some fresh flowers for the tables and to show him I’ve seen him.’


‘I bet that’ll get him quaking in his smart leather shoes.’


‘You may laugh but it can put some criminals off if they think people are on the ball and prepared to take them on.’


Cassandra stepped out into the spring sunshine brandishing her secateurs. The stranger was standing on the corner now, writing in a small notebook. Cassandra glared at him, getting even more annoyed as he studiously concentrated on his notes, stubbornly failing to look towards her. She snipped at the cloud of scented philadelphus which grew in the tiny garden at the front of the restaurant, and selected the longest stemmed white roses from the climber which grew around the door. She felt unsafe with her back turned upon him. She glanced around. There he was, looking again. She couldn’t stem that feeling of his eyes boring into her back.


The season, if you could call it a season, in this sleepy seaside hamlet hadn’t got going yet and it was unusual to see anyone but locals around. Her next-door neighbour, Jasper Eames, who owned the secondhand bookshop, ambled out, tucking his shirt in. Jasper was one of those dishevelled men who looked like a perpetual schoolboy; he even had ink stains on his fingers.


‘Good morning.’ He yawned. ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes for a man who’s been staring at accounts all morning.’


‘Hi, Jasper. Your accounts wouldn’t take half as long if you did them on a computer. I offered to show you how.’


‘No thanks. I’ve got used to the slow torture of doing them with good old pen and paper, and computers and I wouldn’t get on.’


‘You’re probably right. Any man who’s run a business as long as you have without even owning a mobile phone is probably too much of a Luddite to get on with a computer. Jasper, have you noticed that man across the road? He’s been prowling about for ages.’


‘Can’t say I have,’ answered Jasper. ‘You’re the only one I really notice around here. You’re looking extraordinarily well, I must say.’


‘Thanks for the compliment, but you must have noticed him, he’s been floating around for ages.’


‘He’s just an early tourist, I guess. Nice flowers,’ he said, nodding to the bunch in her hand.


‘Here,’ she offered without feeling. Sometimes Jasper could be so laidback he was in danger of falling over, ‘Have a rose for your desk.’


‘Don’t mind if I do, although it should be the other way around. I should be offering you flowers.’


‘Well, don’t you go getting any bright ideas. I’m far too busy running a business here to take time out flirting with you.’


‘You say the sweetest things, Cassandra.’ Jasper, who ran his fingers through his hair in a small attempt not to look like he’d just got out of bed focused on the stranger for the first time. ‘I reckon he’s a property developer of some description. Is that a measuring device he’s got in his hand?’


Cassandra’s hand dropped to her side and the secateurs nearly fell out of it. ‘Property developer?’ she breathed, prickles of anxiety running up her skin. The stranger had promoted in her feelings of concern she’d not felt since she’d given up her high-powered city job. ‘Oh heaven, I hope not.’


‘Why not? We could do with a few luxury flats hereabouts to smarten the place up a bit. Have you seen that new development along by the beach where the old Ship Inn was? Really smart it is. Brand new flats, all glass and steel with posh balconies looking over the sea. I’d buy one myself if I had the money.’


‘But most of the places along here are listed. I was counting on all this staying as it is. I love it this way.’


‘That’s because you’re an incomer. You have a romantic view of the harbour area. Not like those of us who were born here. The old place could do with a bit of a shakeup. Anyway, much as I’d like to stand here and look at you all day, I have to open up if I’m going to make a living.’ With that he ambled back into his shop and flipped the Closed sign to Open.


That did it. Cassandra shot inside the restaurant and grabbed her black jacket.


‘Going somewhere?’ enquired Megan.


‘Jasper thinks he’s a property developer. If he is, I’m going out there to give him a piece of my mind. Those people,’ she spat out, ‘come to small, quiet places like this just because they are small and quiet and then they turn them into some sort of yuppified version of what we’ve all come here to run away from.’ She yanked her long hair out of the jacket and tied it back into the severest ponytail she could manage.


‘Very businesslike.’ Megan looked up. ‘Go get him, Cassandra.’


To say that Cassandra marched out to meet her adversary was no understatement. Her lips pursed and her arms stood rigid at her side, as she strode up to the stranger and tapped him on the shoulder.


‘Yes?’ He turned around and she realised he was even taller than he’d looked from across the road. Imposing was the word which immediately sprang to mind. Imposing and silently good looking but enigmatic. To hell with his good looks, thought Cassandra, someone’s got to check him out.


‘I ...’ She opened her mouth but unfortunately it had stopped working. All she could do was think to herself, Why on Earth didn’t you engage brain, Cassandra, before you tried to engage speech? Suddenly, standing here in the sunshine in this quiet little English street, it seemed plainly absurd to go accosting complete strangers with mad ideas about robbers, policemen or dastardly property developers. Quite frankly, when it came to it, Cassandra Waverley had lost her bottle. ‘I ... just wondered if you were lost.’


He looked down at her like a headmaster regarding an errant child. He had dark eyes which betrayed nothing, and a jawline set firm and immobile. ‘This is Seaport, isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’ All her fight had been replaced with meekness.


‘And this is Park Street, isn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ she squeaked.


‘Then I’m not lost at all. Are you?’


Considering he must have noticed her in the window of the Feng Shui dressed up quite plainly as a waitress and must have seen her picking flowers in a very proprietorial way, his question could be considered to be impertinent. ‘Well, I’m not.’ She held up her chin. ‘Obviously. I was just trying to be helpful.’


‘Were you now?’ His statement was less a question and more a challenge to her to defend herself on a charge of nosiness in the third degree.


‘Of course. We locals like to be helpful to tourists.’


‘Well, that’s very comforting although I wouldn’t describe myself as a tourist.’ She took a second to study him. He was incredibly well dressed. An expensive suit, perfectly cut, had probably been made for him. Well, at least she was getting somewhere. She waited for him to continue with a hopeful look in her green eyes. Waited for him to give her some clue as to what he was up to. The longer she waited, the more embarrassing it became. He was not going to play her game. If there was one thing Cassandra couldn’t abide when she’d been caught out, it was silence. She had to fill the space. ‘It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?’ How could you resort to the weather, Cassandra Waverley? she berated herself


‘It’s OK.’


Those two words sounded so dismissive Cassandra began to feel herself fold up inside. If only she hadn’t started this. If only she’d curbed her stupid imagination and left him alone she wouldn’t now be standing, with Megan looking expectantly at her through the window and with Jasper Eames frowning at her from his desk in the bookshop. That was the trouble with small places like Seaport – everybody was interested in everybody else’s business. Funny, she thought wryly. Before she came here, when she was working at the bank in London, she would have despised a place like this for that very reason. Amazing how circumstances can change your opinion though. Now she felt it was essential to her survival to know what people like this stranger were up to. But he obviously wasn’t going to give an inch and quite plainly was happy to see her cringing embarrassment.


‘Well, if you do need anything, I own the restaurant over the road – the Feng Shui. We do lunches, dinners and have a bedroom for rent.’ She pointed sheepishly, not an ounce of her previous fighting spirit remaining, listening to her voice trail off into the air. She was gabbling and she knew it. ‘Feel free to let us know if we can help in any way.’


‘I will,’ came the brief reply. ‘Goodbye.’ He turned on his heels and made his way off down the road towards the harbour.


Well, how was that for being dismissed, she thought angrily as she watched his figure disappear into the distance. He then stopped and, looking pointedly in her direction, took out a mobile phone. Drat, if only she’d been a bit cooler, not accosted him, and simply wandered in the same direction as him, she might have had a chance to hear what he was saying. It was almost as if he was teasing her. No, she thought, that’s just more of your over-zealous imagination. She then squared her shoulders and marched back to the restaurant as surely as she had marched out of it, just to show him she was busy with her own stuff and had no interest in him.


‘What’s the news then?’ Megan’s eyes glinted at the sniff of an interesting piece of gossip.


Cassandra sighed and pulled her jacket off, depositing it neatly on the coat rack. ‘Not much actually. I didn’t find out a thing.’


‘Well, you’re not going to score top marks in any private detective classes.’ A slight smirk escaped from Megan. Cassandra sighed. She knew she let things get to her too easily. Even when she consciously tried to calm down, she found it difficult.


‘I’m glad you think it’s a laugh. You won’t when we get bought up by the likes of him and you haven’t got a job any more. Or worse still, if we get burgled and beaten to a pulp for the night’s takings.’


Cassandra stomped off in the kitchen to prepare the vegetables for when the chef came in later. Attacking a bunch of innocent carrots, she chopped their heads off with the largest implement she could find – an overlarge cleaver – and hacked their bottoms off before viciously scraping their skins away with the peeler.


In record time she got through not just the carrots, but the onions, the broccoli and the asparagus as well, enraged as much at herself for being foolish as at the stranger who wouldn’t be drawn by her questions. That was the trouble with men. You could never tell what they were thinking.


As she scraped the skins off a pile of potatoes in double quick time, she thought of Oliver and how she’d imagined she knew what he had wanted. Of course, he’d seemed to want the same thing as her: to settle down and make a life together. But what he had been saying, and what had been going on in his head were two very different things, weren’t they? If only she’d understood that before it all went wrong, her life would have turned out differently. Pausing for a second, Cassandra breathed deeply. That’s what they’d told her in the relaxation classes: breathe deeply and think good thoughts. Go in your mind to your happy place. But this is my happy place, thought Cassandra, looking around her bright, quirky little restaurant. The Feng Shui is my real-life happy place where I’ve planned to spend the rest of my days. Here is my future in this lovely, historical building in this picturesque old town.


The last place she had believed herself to be making a future – in the middle of the city – had gone sour and bitter. The Feng Shui restaurant was her haven and she was going to do her best to keep it that way. Going off to scrub her muddy hands at the kitchen sink, Cassandra caught sight of herself in the mirror.


Was that really her intense, troubled expression? Drying her hands on the towel, Cassandra massaged the lines away from her forehead. She hadn’t come to Seaport to allow herself to get wound up by life again. She was meant to be resting, taking it easy and not getting herself into a state ever again. Up until now she’d achieved that perfectly. Was it just because the stranger this afternoon had been so incredibly good looking that he’d got to her? Or was it because for some ridiculous reason he’d made her think of Oliver, with his big silent man act. Well she could do without men cluttering up her life, she thought, as she heard Jorge the chef coming in to do the lunches.


The Feng Shui filled up nicely for the lunchtime sitting with locals and the odd day-tripper passing through. After lunch, Cassandra had the afternoon to herself before the evening dinner guests arrived. As the evening approached, and Cassandra was putting up her hair in the mirror, she glanced idly down the street which had become her home. London had used to be her home and she had loved it for all its frenetic action. But, it was that action, that relentless grinding activity which had spread like a disease through both her personal and her working life which had driven her to seek the solace of a town like Seaport. For her health if nothing else, this was the place she now felt comfortable.


Cassandra coiled her wild blonde waves around her hand and clipped her hair on top of her head. Adding a pair of simple earrings, she resisted the temptation to dab perfume behind her ears. The last thing her diners wanted was heavy perfume with their dinner. It was one of those tricks of the trade that she had learnt and which she adhered to strictly in a bid to increase the success of her tiny business.


As she walked along the rickety wooden passage, past her bedroom and past the attic room she had done up ready for paying guests, she felt a warm glow of satisfaction inside. The room was a gamble. Not everyone wanted to stay by the harbour when they could stay down at the beach, but the builder had done an excellent job, and this was the quiet part of town. She looked in on the blue room, with its ship in a bottle and the white painted desk and captain’s chair which she had rubbed down herself. It had come out just the way she’d pictured it and, with the sea sparkling in the distance, it was quintessentially nautical. All this was hers and no one could take it away from her.


At least she hoped no one could. Cassandra remembered the stranger from earlier today and immediately found herself rubbing her hands one over the other. Work, she thought. Get downstairs, take care of your customers and forget all about him.


There was ever-reliable Megan looking after the first few customers. ‘Hi, how’s it going?’ asked Cassandra of Megan waving at Jorge, the chef, who was deep in clouds of steam from a bubbling pan. ‘Everything’s fine, Cassandra. You should have had a bit more of a rest. We won’t get really busy for a while yet.’


It was better for her to be busy, thought Cassandra as she ran her cloth over the bar. ‘Looks like we’ve got an anniversary couple in tonight.’ She nodded at the man and woman sitting by the window.


‘That’s right.’ Megan followed the direction Cassandra was looking. ‘Together 25 years and still going strong.’


‘Offer them each a glass of sparkling wine aperitif, on the house.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Certainly. It’s a good way to encourage business and, besides, 25 years is an incredible achievement.’


Cassandra watched the middle-aged couple, hands held together over the table, and sighed. At one time, she’d thought that she and Oliver might be well on the way to something like that. She remembered looking at houses for sale in the paper, even going secretly to visit one or two without him. She’d envisaged Oliver relaxing on the sofa while she made coffee in the smart stainless steel kitchen. But then, it had all blown up in her face, in a way she could never have imagined in her worst nightmare. Cassandra tore her gaze away. Those two customers with eyes only for each other even after all those years were living the sort of fairytale which would likely never come her way now. Dragging herself back into the busy present, Cassandra went to check that Jorge had everything he needed.


The evening got more brisk. A very noisy table of hen-night ladies were good natured enough and did not disturb the family celebrating their daughter’s 21st birthday. Couples out for a Saturday night enjoying the Feng Shui, one of Seaport’s newest restaurants, lingered over the French and oriental fusion dishes of rice and soy crab cakes, or duck in lime that Cassandra and Megan whisked in and out. Halfway through the evening, during a lull, Megan caught up with Cassandra. ‘Why don’t you go upstairs and take the weight off your legs for half an hour? I can cope easily down here now that big party has gone.’ Megan was such a find. Bubbly, bright and a real hit with the customers and always doing her best to make sure Cassandra paced herself and didn’t overdo it.


Cassandra rubbed her aching back and decided to take Megan up on the offer. ‘OK, if you’re sure. I need to make a phone call anyway.’


‘See you in a bit,’ said Megan as she had her eye caught by a couple wanting their bill.


Away from the hustle and bustle, Cassandra collapsed on the bed in her little bedroom. It was the smallest of the two rooms and she’d decided not to decorate it for a while as she’d only just finished the blue room for paying guests. As she sat on the bed, phone in hand, dialling the number, she noticed a small crack in the corner of the ceiling and decided that she’d better get the builder in to look at it pretty soon.


‘Hi, Ellie?’


‘Cassandra. It’s Saturday night. I thought you’d be downstairs doing your lady of the manor bit. How’s business?’


‘Great thanks. Full house tonight and busy at lunchtime.’


‘So, if you’ve got a full house, there must be something very important to make you phone me up in the middle of it.’


‘Well, I know I’m probably being stupid, but something happened today which is worrying me and I just wondered if you could use your contacts, or rather your mum’s contacts to delve a bit for me.’


‘OK, shoot.’


Cassandra related the arrival of the stranger as Ellie listened. Ellie’s mother was a leading light of the historical society and, as such, got to hear about all planning applications as soon as they went in.


‘OK, Cass, I’ll ask her. She’s staying at my aunt’s tonight, so I’ll have a word with her when she gets back tomorrow. But I haven’t heard anything myself and she’ll usually have a good old rant and rave if she hears of anyone coming in to spoil Seaport. She’s been going on recently about the increase in traffic with all the coach parties that visit now. You sound really worried. Would it help if I came around later for a drink? You could do me a free coffee.’


Cassandra laughed. ‘It’s a deal. You’re OK for a freebie, especially if you can get your mother on the case. The restaurant should have quietened down nicely by half-ten if that’s not too late for you.’


‘Ten-thirty sounds good. It looks as though it’s going to be a nice warm evening. We could take a stroll down to the beach if you fancy a bit of exercise.’


‘Done.’ Cassandra put the phone down suddenly feeling much better that she was doing something practical at last.


When Ellie arrived, the two women sat down to finish off the coffee in the percolator as only one or two customers still remained.


‘So, who is this mysterious stranger then?’


‘You should see him,’ piped up Megan listening in as she poured a liqueur for one of the remaining customers. ‘He’s a cut above your average Seaport male.’


‘That’s just one more reason to suspect him,’ Cassandra stated, hugging her warm cup and breathing in the fresh coffee. ‘He’s too smart and has too much of an air of business about him to be just passing through. He’s up to something, or after something. He hasn’t come to Seaport by chance.’


‘Maybe he’s thinking of starting up here in business himself. Did you consider that he might actually be a rival restaurateur?’


Cassandra twirled a skein of hair which had come loose from its moorings. ‘That wouldn’t worry me so much. I can take a bit of competition. Sometimes it can be a good thing to have two top restaurants side by side, especially if they’re a bit different in character. I reckon no one else would come up with the Feng Shui concept around here. So, if he wants to bring in a great Italian place or a Spanish tapas bar, I’d be fine with that. But I have my doubts that was his intention.’


‘How can you be so sure?’ Ellie drained the last of the bittersweet dregs.


‘Because restaurateurs usually talk to each other. If that was his game he would have been asking me, even if it was in a round-about way, how good business was around here. Whether there was any passing trade, that sort of thing. But he was as closed as a limpet shell.’


Ellie reached for her jacket and passed Cassandra her cream woollen wrap. ‘Let’s go for that walk. I’m sure you’re worrying unnecessarily.’


‘Are you OK clearing up, Megan?’


‘Yeah, fine. You go and wind down a bit. I’ll cash up and Jorge and I can sort everything for the morning.’


‘That girl’s worth her weight in truffles,’ joked Cassandra.


‘Are they more valuable than gold?’


‘Probably. We certainly only ever use tiny amounts, but they are lovely – just a tiny bit grated over pasta really sets the tastebuds tingling.’


The two girls strolled through the empty streets, past the old school and made their way down towards the sea. ‘I know you think I’m worrying unnecessarily, Ellie, but I’ve only just found this place and it’s really important to me.’ Cassandra pulled the wrap tightly around her against the cool sea breeze.


‘I know. I understand. It’s your new start.’


‘That’s right. And I really needed a new start after ... well, after everything.’


Her friend linked arms and gave Cassandra a reassuring squeeze, knowing how important Cassandra found all her support mechanisms. ‘I just don’t want anything to rock my peaceful little boat.’


They stood looking out at the dark sea, to Frederickstowe port around the corner. A huge container ship skimmed majestically across the horizon, lumbering its way to China to collect more toys or electrical goods, while a smaller ferry trundled into port bringing visitors from the Hook of Holland across the wide calm expanse of navy blue water. Lights twinkled out of the windows, reflecting in the blackness. Ellie looked at her friend with sympathy filling her eyes as she said, ‘It seems as if very little ever changes here but even Seaport isn’t immune. Just take a look down there.’


Cassandra peered over the bank of grass and long path running next to it. ‘There’s nothing much there.’


‘No, not now, but there used to be. Only a few decades back there was a lively glass concert hall like a huge conservatory where choirs used to sing and bands used to play dance music. It was the hub of the town. You’d never think it now to look at it, would you?’


‘No.’


‘And you know the two small lighthouses on the beach.’


‘Oh, I love those, they’re so Victorian.’


‘Well, they’re all locked up now, with gates and chains over the stairs, but it wasn’t always like that. When he was a boy, my brother and his friends used to swim out to those, climb right to the top and jump off. Everything changes sometime. You can’t preserve things for ever.’


Cassandra bit her lip and looked along the beach, adjusting her eyes to the darkness. ‘Oh my God,’ she breathed.


‘What?’ Ellie looked around and followed where Cassandra was looking.


‘It’s him.’


‘Where?’


‘See, by the old lighthouses. What is he doing prowling around at this time of night?’


‘Cass, he’s not prowling, he’s just walking – like us.’


‘That’s not all he’s doing. See, he’s taking photos again, with a flash. Who on Earth takes night-time photos of two old dilapidated lighthouses?’ Cassandra was seething, her fists balled at her sides as if she was ready to go up and challenge the stranger to a fight.


‘Well, I admit it is a little strange. I can’t think of anyone who might want to do that.’


‘I can. If he was thinking of putting up some rotten great development all along the sea front here, he’d probably want to get rid of those, pull them down and tow them away. Your mother would fight tooth and nail against that, wouldn’t she?’


‘She would indeed,’ Ellie soothed. ‘And not just her. The whole of the Seaport Preservation Society and the Historical Society would be right behind her. They’d never let that happen.’


‘Even if a stranger came along and offered the council some sort of incentive?’ Cassandra said with an edge to her tone. ‘There are loads of councillors who are always trying to modernise Seaport. A bit of money goes a long way round here and I have a horrid feeling our stranger isn’t short of some ready cash by the looks of him.’


As they stood talking on the beach path, they lowered their voices to a whisper as the stranger had the effrontery not just to come and walk straight by them but, as he recognised Cassandra, he raised a sardonic eyebrow and wished her ‘Goodnight.’


Cassandra looked out to sea, mouth tightly shut as if she hadn’t heard and let Ellie issue a pleasant ‘Goodnight’ and then once he was safely out of earshot hissed, ‘You were very rude not to say anything. Now I know what Megan meant when she went on about his looks. Talk about tall dark stranger.’


‘Oh, don’t you start. Anyway, I wasn’t rude – I did glance at him. He gave me the silent treatment today when I was trying to find out what he was doing here, so we’re quits now. Where do you think he’s staying?’ she asked.


‘Well,’ Ellie’s eyes followed him discreetly as he made his way up the hill. ‘I reckon he’s probably at the Cliff Hotel; it’s the only posh place around here.’


‘Good, I know the owner. Perhaps he can enlighten me.’


‘Won’t you sound a bit strange, asking questions about a total stranger? People will start to think you’re a stalker.’ Ellie laughed and tugged her friend’s arm. ‘Come on, Cass, let’s get you back. Your feet must be killing you after a long day in the restaurant.’


‘It’s a labour of love,’ sighed Cassandra. But her feet felt heavier tonight than they ever had walking up the hill she had come to know so well. The only thing they passed on their way back was one of the residents from the terraced houses behind Cassandra’s restaurant. She nodded goodnight to the lady and watched her shuffling old Labrador trundle along.


Cassandra often walked these streets alone and never felt bothered by anybody. People here went about their business, passed the time of day with each other, month followed month and the only excitement was the change in the seasons. The boundaries were fixed – the pure blue sea, the lazy sandy beach with its one simple café where you could get tea and cake or a fry-up and not much else. The little putting green and the pond with its community of swans were more than enough for the people who enjoyed the tranquillity of Seaport. Some people aspired to the beach-huts at the end of the promenade and painted them up gaily in blues and creams, white and yellow. They would sit happily there with tea brewing, able to watch their children play on the grass. It was a place where people wanted for nothing and had little to worry about. Until today, thought Cassandra. That was her last thought, as she leant over to turn off the bedside lamp and settled down, listening to the distant sound of the sea as she slowly drifted off.


The next day was a Saturday and, as they got the restaurant ready for the lunchtime visitors, Megan asked, ‘What have you got planned for tomorrow?’ As they did not open on a Sunday, Cassandra would have the pleasure of a whole day to herself.


‘I’ve finally decided to bite the bullet and take all that stuff in the summerhouse to a boot fair.’


‘What’s actually in there? I know it’s full, but I’ve never been down the garden. It’s a bit too overgrown.’


‘I know. It’s my last big project. Maybe when I’ve cleared out the summerhouse and got the garden straight we can have tables out there. We’re getting so popular it would help to fit in more people in the summer,’ said Cassandra as she dusted the bottles at the bar. ‘All that stuff in the summerhouse, I brought with me from London when I moved down here.’


‘Didn’t you want any of it?’


‘I thought I might at the time. I didn’t know if I’d adjust to living down here. But now I have, I don’t need any of it really. It’s all small bits of furniture and the trappings of bachelorette life in the City. Not me at all any more.’


‘I think it’s always good to get rid of stuff. Although it can be hard work, once you’re done it’s like a weight off your shoulders.’


‘Exactly. All the self-help books I’ve read have talked about shedding things you don’t use.’


‘I guess that feng shui stuff is all about that too.’


‘That’s right, Megan, you’re getting the hang of it. We all do well once in a while to clear out the corners of our lives where things collect. My new mantra is simplicity and a lack of possessions.’ And that includes people who aren’t good for me, thought Cassandra as her mind went to Oliver and the crowd she used to hang out with. When crisis had hit her, she’d truly found out who her friends were.


City life had all been about having the best-paid job so that you could get all the latest furniture and gadgets. It had also meant being with people who were endless fun-seekers and, if anything happened to you like it had to Cassandra, they weren’t happy to sit in the slow lane while you recovered.


‘Are you all right?’ asked Megan, ‘You look very far away.’


‘I was far away ...’ Thank goodness I am far away from all that. Cassandra immediately put her hand to her hair, adjusting her ponytail. There were some secrets she needed to keep. Some aspects of her life she didn’t want anyone to know. ‘I was just thinking,’ she said, ‘that I haven’t missed any of those old possessions. And now I have to watch my pennies, I might just as well sell them. Maybe I’ll make enough for new plants for the garden. Selling the furniture I don’t need and buying old-fashioned roses and honeysuckle will be more than a fair exchange.’
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