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PART I




Chapter One

When Genevieve Baxter was eleven years old, her family played a trick on her father; they organised a surprise fortieth birthday party for him. Nineteen years later, Genevieve and her sisters were planning to surprise him again.

The plan, once they’d given him his cards and presents after breakfast, was to make him think that they were all far too busy to spend the day with him (or be up to anything behind his back) and to hint that perhaps he ought to take himself off for a long walk. To underline this, Genevieve had told him that she had a thrilling day of ironing and bookkeeping ahead, Polly had said that she had lessons to teach in St David’s, and Nattie had kicked up a fuss that she would have to put in an appearance at the wine bar where, reputedly, she worked. This was perhaps the least convincing fib as Nattie rarely worked if she could help it. She claimed a job wasn’t compatible with being a single mother. Truth was, despite being all of twenty-eight, she still believed that money grew on trees. The rest of the family lived in hope that one day Lily-Rose, a sweet-natured four-year-old, would teach her mother the ways of the world. No one else had managed to.

Genevieve carried her tea and toast to her favourite spot in the garden (the private area, away from their guests) and thought of the one person who might give the game away: Granny Baxter, Daddy Dean’s mother. The name Daddy Dean had been Gran’s invention. She had  started calling him this when Genevieve was born. The name had stuck and his daughters had subsequently followed their grandmother’s example, as had Lily-Rose. Gran had always been a one-off, but these days she alternated between blithe confusion and sparkling lucidity, which made her as unpredictable as the weather.

Yesterday had been a typical example of the fickleness of the Pembrokeshire weather, an area known for having its own climate. The morning had started out pleasantly enough but by the afternoon the wind had gusted in from the Atlantic and rattled the windows of Paradise House. Driving rain had sent all but the hardiest of coastal walkers fleeing for cover — straight into the teashops of Angel Sands and the only public house, the Salvation Arms. This morning, though, the wind and rain had passed and a golden sun shone in a sky of misty apricot: it was a beautiful May morning.

At eight o’clock, in an hour’s time, Genevieve would be cooking and serving breakfast. Three couples and a single man were staying with them — all first-timers, which was unusual; a lot of their bed and breakfast guests had been coming for years.

Before moving to Angel Sands, Genevieve and her family had been regular visitors to this part of Pembrokeshire, spending every summer holiday in a cottage a mile out of the village. It had become a second home to them, somewhere Genevieve longed to be the moment she was back at school for the start of the autumn term. But there again, whenever she was at school she longed to be anywhere else. Then their father had decided to sell their home, Brook House Farm, a 450-acre dairy farm that had belonged to his father and his father before him. Genevieve knew that he had never forgiven himself for this bold step. ‘It’s a new beginning,’ he’d told the family, when he finally accepted an offer that was too good to turn down from the builder who had pestered him to sell  up for more than three years. It was an offer that would give them financial security.

The New Beginning had been Mum’s idea. Serena Baxter had never really taken to the role of farmer’s wife. ‘Whoever came up with the design for a cow deserves to be one,’ she used to say. ‘Anyone with an ounce of sense can see those legs at the back aren’t made right. That’s why they walk in that peculiarly stiff way.’

Genevieve’s parents had met at a church barn dance. It had been love at first sight when Serena had tripped over a bale of hay and fallen into the arms of an anxious-looking man five years older than her. The spirited youngest daughter of the local vicar was an unlikely match for the stolid only son of a farmer, but they were wed within the year and settled into married life without a backward glance.

The years passed. Genevieve arrived, her sisters following shortly after, and their father took on the running of Brook House Farm, his own parents deciding it was time to take it easy. He threw himself into updating the milking parlour for greater efficiency and acquiring extra land from neighbouring farms to grow more of his own animal feed, while Serena began to dream of another life — a life that didn’t include five o’clock milking or smelly overalls that needed washing every day. She imagined an idyll by the sea, a picturesque guest house with breeze-filled bedrooms decorated in pastel shades, with borders of stencilled flowers; bowls of pot-pourri placed on polished antique furniture that she and Daddy Dean had lovingly restored together; scented bags of lavender tucked under guests’ pillows; linen as white and fresh as snow. And because their father was crazy about Serena, her dream became his.

The day they heard that a sizeable property with ten bedrooms in Angel Sands had come onto the market, he made an offer for it. They knew exactly which house it  was, didn’t need to view it to know that it was just what they wanted. Paradise House, with its whitewashed walls and pantiled roof, was well known to anyone who had ever visited Angel Sands — it even featured on local post-cards. It stood imposingly alone on the hillside with magnificent views of the pretty bay and out to sea. The previous owners had let the Edwardian house go. Water poured in through missing roof tiles, broken windows were boarded up and gutters hanging off, and the lantern roof of the original conservatory leaked like a sieve. It was going for a song, and was just the opportunity her parents needed. Although more than ten years had passed, Genevieve could still recall the family’s excitement the day they moved in. She suspected the removal men could remember it, too. The drive to the house was too steep and narrow for the large van to negotiate and the men had nearly killed themselves lugging furniture up to the house in the sweltering heat of an August afternoon.

And so The Dream became reality and they all lived happily ever after.

Except it didn’t quite work out that way.

Selling Brook House Farm had been the hardest thing their father had ever done, and his conscience told him he’d sold out. Not that he said as much — he was a man of few words and rarely expressed himself — but as the years went by and Serena eventually guessed what was on his mind, she too fell victim to a guilty conscience, for hadn’t she been the one to instigate the change in their lives? Yet instead of sitting down to discuss it — talking things through wasn’t a Baxter trait, as Genevieve knew better than anyone — Serena turned the problem into an even bigger drama by running away from it. Literally.

‘We need some time apart,’ she told their father, as the taxi waited at the front door to take her to the station. ‘I still love you, but I can’t bear to see what I’ve done to  you. Forgive me, please, and let me go.’

Unbelievably, he did just that, and Serena went to stay with her sister in Lincoln. ‘I had to do as she said,’ he told Genevieve and her sisters. ‘She’ll be home soon. When she’s ready. I know she will.’ This apparent benign acceptance of the situation was so typical of their father. Many times Genevieve had seen him wrong-footed by the complexities of life, but rarely had she witnessed him lose his temper or act impetuously. He was a stoic to the last. Genevieve was frequently maddened and frustrated by his behaviour, but she was too much like him to hope that he would ever change. Neither could cope well with confrontation.

Serena had been gone six months now and he was still patiently waiting for her to come home. Initially she phoned every other week and chatted about nothing in particular, but the calls petered out and were replaced by letters. At the end of March, Genevieve and her sisters, plus little Lily-Rose, went to see Serena in secret, to try to persuade her to come back. Lily-Rose was their trump card, or so they thought. But no. Serena had Plans.

An old school friend, living in New Zealand, had invited her to stay. The so-called friend ran a winery in Hawkes Bay and was, of all things ... a man! She swore blind that there was nothing to read into the situation, but Genevieve and her sisters had been so appalled that they left early, Nattie driving like a lunatic and swearing she would never speak to their mother again. To leave their father temporarily to go off and find herself was excusable, but to travel to the other side of the world and take up with some New World man was unthinkable! Until then, they had been patient and believed that their mother was just going through another of her phases. Like the time she had insisted there was no need for them to wash their hair, that once their scalps were allowed to behave as nature had intended their hair would adapt  and acquire a healthy sheen. The phase came to an abrupt end when Polly caught nits from the girl she sat next to on the school bus; consequently every known chemical was vigorously applied to their heads.

They never told their father about the visit, nor said anything when Serena wrote to him with the news that she was going to New Zealand to visit a friend. They pretended it was the first they’d heard of it and, by way of distraction, Genevieve suggested that he threw himself into getting Paradise House into better shape. Things had been allowed to slip — the bags of lavender had certainly lost their scent — and some of the comments in the Visitor’s Book were less than kind.

Another father in another family might have been able to rely upon his grown-up children for practical help, but sadly this was not to be. Polly, the baby of the family and the only one still living at home, was undeniably the cleverest and the prettiest, but she was dreamily vague and languid. She went in for what Genevieve called a ‘vintage’ look, wearing long Forties style flowery dresses she picked up from charity shops or jumble sales, and it wasn’t unheard of for her to be seen leaving the house in shoes that didn’t match. She was a brilliant musician, though. She could play the flute, violin and piano, and could have played in any number of orchestras if she’d put her mind to it, but she opted to work as a peripatetic music teacher. She loved her subject and she loved children, probably because, though twenty-six, she still possessed a wide-eyed innocence and an endearing ability to think well of others. The boys she taught, big or small, were always having crushes on her.

But her practical skills rated a big zero. Only the other day Genevieve had asked her to keep an eye on the bacon while she went to take another breakfast order: when Genevieve returned from the dining room, smoke was billowing from the grill. Glancing up from the book she  was reading — Charlotte’s Web —  she had looked at Genevieve with an expression of mild curiosity, as if wondering why her sister was throwing open the back door and hurling the smoking grill pan through it. She was exasperating, but Genevieve knew it was pointless getting angry with Polly, she meant no harm. You just had to grit your teeth and accept that she inhabited a different world from the one in which everyone else lived.

As for Nattie, well, it was difficult to know where to start. She was the middle sister and lived in Tenby in a grotty bedsit in a house of giro-claiming slackers. There was a tenuous boyfriend on the scene, but he wasn’t Lily-Rose’s father. Which was just as well because he was totally unsuitable, a feckless beach bum who spent his every waking moment riding the breaking waves at nearby Manorbier, thinking he could surf his way through life with nothing more to his name than a pair of baggy shorts and flip-flops.

If Nattie excelled at picking appalling boyfriends, she also excelled at being rebellious and stubborn. As a child she had driven their parents mad with her constant tantrums — nobody, even now, could slam a door quite like Nattie. She was a loving mother to Lily-Rose, but perhaps wasn’t as consistent as she ought to be. She thought nothing of arriving at Paradise House and expecting someone to take care of Lily-Rose while she went off on some crusade or other. Life for Nattie was one long fight against those who would abuse or exploit others. It never occurred to her that she did her own share of exploiting. No one at Paradise House rebuked her for her lack of consideration, for luckily they enjoyed looking after Lily-Rose. Blue-eyed and strikingly blonde with corkscrew curls, Lily was adorable and a delight to have around.

It was partly because her sisters were so impractical that Genevieve had, over the Easter break, made the  decision to come home to Paradise House during her mother’s absence. She’d held off from doing so, knowing that like her mother she was running away, but it would only be for a while, until life had steadied for her and she knew what she wanted to do next. It wasn’t just Paradise House that needed a firm hand to steer its course; she did too.

Top of Genevieve’s list of Things To Be Done at Paradise House had been to advertise for a cleaner — the last woman had left shortly before Serena departed and no one had thought to replace her. But finding a replacement hadn’t been straightforward. The only applicants were drifters, male and female, wanting to fund their surfing habits — did she have any idea how expensive decent boards and wet suits were? Well, yes actually, she did; Nattie’s boyfriend constantly bored them all to death on the subject.

She advertised again. The only candidate to come forward this time was Donna Morgan, a cousin of Debs who ran Debonhair, the local hair salon. Donna had recently moved from Caerphilly to Angel Sands to escape her bully of an ex husband. She was in her mid-fifties with a touch of the Bonnie Tyler about her — lots of backcombed dyed blonde hair, husky voice, faded denim and high heels, and a heavy hand when it came to eye make-up. Donna worked part-time behind the bar at the Salvation Arms and had already made a name for herself on karaoke night with her rendition of ‘Lost in France’. She had only been in Angel Sands for three weeks, but was already a fixture.

Genevieve had offered her the job but couldn’t deny how uneasy she felt. Had it been her imagination, or had Donna looked at her father with more than passing friendliness when they had discussed the work involved? Since Serena had gone and tongues had begun to wag, there had been a surprising number of female callers at  Paradise House. They came bearing offers of help — did her father want his ironing done? Or maybe a casserole or two cooked? It would be no trouble. It was difficult for Genevieve to view Daddy Dean as a sexual being, but there was clearly something about him that was drawing attention from the widowed and divorced. Gran said it was a biological fact that once a single woman got a whiff of a helpless and bewildered man, there was no stopping her. ‘Heaven help him, but they’ll keep banging on that door until Serena comes home.’

Helpless and bewildered described her father perfectly. Like so many men who have lost their partner, he’d suddenly become inept at the simplest tasks. Just finding his socks and underpants required all his attention.

But any female attention lavished on him was in vain and invariably had him running in the opposite direction, usually to his workshop in the garden. If things got really bad, he shimmied up a conveniently placed ladder and hid on the roof, claiming the lead flashing or a broken tile needed fixing. Essentially he was a shy man who hated to be the focus of attention, but he was also a man who loved his wife as much as the day she’d tripped and fallen into his arms more than thirty years ago. Genevieve knew he had built an exclusion zone around himself so he could go on living in the hope that Serena would simply turn up one day and say, ‘Surprise! I’m back!’ If Genevieve was honest, she thought this was exactly what her annoyingly, capriciously inconsiderate mother would do. It would be typical of Mum, to behave as though there were no consequences to her actions.

Her tea and toast finished, Genevieve walked back up to the house. She had seven breakfasts to cook, a birthday cake to ice and a surprise party to arrange. Donna would also be arriving for her first day at Paradise  House, which meant her father would make himself conveniently scarce and perhaps go for that long walk she had suggested.




Chapter Two

Genevieve rang Granny Baxter’s doorbell. Waited. Then rang it several more times. Not because her grandmother was hard of hearing, but because the television would be on and the volume turned up. Ten minutes to three wasn’t the best time to come — Dick Van Dyke would be in the final stages of uncovering the guilty party in Diagnosis Murder. Gran was an avid follower of daytime telly. She was no slouch when it came to late-night viewing either. At eighty-two years old, she was embarrassingly up to date with all the latest trends. She drew the line at Graham Norton though, saying he was too saucy by half.

There had never been any question of leaving Gran behind in Cheshire when the family moved to Angel Sands. But she had surprised everyone by insisting that she didn’t want to live with them at Paradise House. ‘I want my own little place,’ she’d said, ‘like I have here.’ For years Gran (and Grandad before he’d died) had lived in a specially built bungalow on the farm: she had kept herself to herself and expected others to do the same. As luck would have it, a month after they’d moved into Paradise House a cottage had become available. Perfectly situated in the main street of the village, it was fifty yards from the nearest shops and, in Gran’s own words, within shouting distance of the rest of the Baxters up on the hill. It meant she still had her independence, but help would be on hand should she need it.

Genevieve had a key to let herself in at Angel Cottage,  but she had promised her grandmother to use it only in an emergency. ‘And what constitutes an emergency?’ the old lady had demanded.

‘Knowing what a telly addict you are, Gran, losing the remote control for the TV.’

At last the duck-egg blue door was opened. ‘I knew all along who the murderer was,’ Gran said. ‘It was that smart piece of work with the shoulder pads. She had spurned lover stamped all over her face. You’d think they’d make it harder, wouldn’t you?’

Genevieve followed her through to the sitting room. It was low-ceilinged and appeared even smaller than it was due to the quantity of furniture and ornaments squeezed into it. Hundreds of framed photographs adorned every surface — faded ones of long-dead relatives; any number of her father growing up; myriad ones of Genevieve and her sisters doing the same and, of course, snaps of Lily-Rose repeating the process. In pride of place on the television was a black and white picture of Gran and Grandad on their wedding day, the pair of them staring poker-faced into the camera. But for all the clutter in the room, it was spotless. Gran, an early riser, was usually dusting, polishing and running her ancient Ewbank over the carpets before most people were up. Invariably she was snoozing in the armchair by nine but was awake in time for elevenses and then Bargain Hunt.


In the last year Dad had banned her from washing the windows and the outside paintwork. But after a neighbour told him she had spotted her polishing the windows with a ball of scrunched up newspaper, he confiscated the small pair of stepladders she kept in the under-stairs cupboard. Outraged, she’d said, ‘Daddy Dean, I’ll thank you to keep your nose out of my affairs!’

‘I will when I can trust you to do as you’re told,’ he’d said quietly but firmly. He rarely raised his voice.

‘You always were a cussed little boy, Dean Baxter!’

From then on, Dad had cleaned Gran’s windows. Of course, they never shone as brightly as when Gran did them.

‘I was about to make myself a snack,’ Gran said to Genevieve. ‘Do you want anything?’

‘No thanks. You haven’t forgotten the party, have you? There’ll be plenty to eat then.’

Her grandmother clicked her tongue. ‘Of course I haven’t forgotten!’ She moved a cushion on the sofa and revealed a carefully wrapped present. ‘I hid it there in case your father popped in.’ She repositioned the cushion and said, ‘If we’re going to be drinking this afternoon, we ought to line our stomachs. I’ll make us a quick sandwich.’

‘Really, it’s okay. I don’t need anything.’

The tiny kitchen was just as cluttered as the sitting room. Genevieve’s hands always itched to tidy it. The ironing board was out and the iron was hissing gently, sending little puffs of steam into the air. Goodness knows how long it had been left there.

‘Shall I put this away for you, Gran?’

‘Better still, finish those odds and ends for me.’ With a flash of steel that made Genevieve step back, Gran used the bread knife to point to a pile of undergarments and dishcloths. Granny Baxter was famous for ironing absolutely everything. ‘The day she stops ironing her knickers, we’ll know it’s time to worry,’ Nattie often said.

While Gran hacked at the wholemeal loaf, Genevieve pushed the nose of the iron into places other irons dare not go. She was conscious that if she didn’t keep an eye on the time, and the reason she was here — to fetch Gran and take her up to Paradise House — her father’s party would never happen. Being with Granny Baxter wasn’t dissimilar to being sucked into a black hole.

The sandwich made (Genevieve having taken a surreptitious glance at the best-before date on the pot of  crab paste), Gran sat at the postage-stamp-sized table the other side of the ironing board. ‘So how are you, Genevieve?’

Genevieve had wondered how long it would be before Gran seized her opportunity. She kept her eyes on the iron. ‘I’m fine,’ she said.

‘Sleeping?’

‘Better.’

‘Still taking the pills?’

‘No.’

‘That’s good. Any more nightmares?’

‘A few.’

‘Eating properly?’

‘Of course.’

‘Mm ... ’

Seconds passed.

‘You should talk about it more, Genevieve. Bottling’s for fruit, not people.’

Obviously Gran was in one of her more lucid frames of mind. ‘Coming from a Baxter, that’s nothing short of pioneering stuff,’ Genevieve said.

‘We should learn from our mistakes. It’s time you and your parents did the same. You’re not depressed, are you?’

‘No. I told you, I’m fine.’

Gran went to change for the party, her sandwich scarcely touched. Genevieve knew the last fifteen minutes had been nothing but a ruse to ensure some time alone. Listening to her grandmother moving about upstairs, Genevieve tidied the kitchen, or tidied what she could without incurring Gran’s fury at being interfered with. She put the loaf back in the bread bin, butter in the fridge, knife, plate and empty paste pot in the sink. She knew better than to throw it away. Glass bottles of any size were always washed and stored in the pantry, ready for jam-making, pickling and bottling.

The interrogation hadn’t been as bad as it could have been. Considering her grandmother’s nickname of Gestapo Gran, she had let Genevieve off lightly. She was right, though; Genevieve should talk about it more. But each time she did, she ended up reliving the experience and for days afterwards felt anxious and unable to sleep at night. She had been told that she would have to be patient with herself, that it would be two steps forward and one back.

Telling herself that today wasn’t a day for taking a step backwards — there was her father’s party to enjoy — she pushed the memories away and put the iron on the window sill to cool. She went through to the sitting room to wait for Gran.

The local paper was on the coffee table. She picked it up and read the lead story slowly. It wasn’t until she was twelve that she had been diagnosed as dyslexic. Up until then, while she’d been at primary school, she had learned to keep quiet during lessons, to blend into the background and hope the teacher wouldn’t ask her to read anything out — by this time she’d realised that she couldn’t read as fast as everyone else. By the age of twelve it was getting harder to cover up her embarrassment at never being able to copy correctly from the blackboard. Embarrassment then turned to shame as she was classed as a ‘slow learner’. Finally, an English teacher, long exasperated with the muddled mess of her homework, suggested to her parents that Genevieve be professionally tested for dyslexia. Tests showed that while the language part of her brain didn’t work properly, her IQ was surprisingly high. This, Genevieve and her parents were told, explained why she’d managed to cover her tracks so successfully. If her coping strategies had been less effective, the disorder might have been picked up sooner.

No matter how sympathetically she and her disorder were treated from then on, the harm had been done: the  label of ‘lazy and thick’ had been applied to her for so many years, subconsciously it would never leave her. Even now, at the age of thirty, she felt the need to prove she wasn’t stupid.

One of her biggest regrets was that when she was seventeen, due to what became known as That Time When She Wasn’t Well, she’d dropped out of school and taken a variety of jobs — cinema usherette, shop assistant, even a stint as a kennel maid. Then from nowhere she got the idea to become a cook, and found a part-time job in a restaurant as little more than a skivvy — washing, chopping and stirring. Before long, by attending the local technical college twice a week, she proved herself both competent and quick to learn. But just as things seemed to be coming together for her, her father sold the farm in Cheshire and they moved down to Pembrokeshire. For the next nine months she helped her parents run Paradise House, but inevitably she soon felt the need to widen her horizons. She applied for a post at a hotel in Cardiff, where Nattie was doing a Media Arts degree at the university. The two of them shared a poky one-bedroomed flat.

It was a disaster. Genevieve would stagger home from a twelve-hour day on her feet in a sweltering understaffed kitchen, while Nattie, not long out of bed, would be in party mode. Genevieve seldom had the energy to do more than collapse exhausted on the sofa. She lasted ten months working in the kitchen from hell, putting up with ridiculous hours and a foul-mouthed, hard-drinking chef who knew less than she did, before she decided enough was enough. She found another job in an upmarket restaurant specialising in overpriced nouvelle cuisine, but soon realised she was out of the frying pan and into the fire. Her new boss was an arrogant Gallic chef from Marseille. He had a fiery temper — euphemistically referred to as an artistic temperament — and clammy,  groping hands. She gave in her notice after three months. When the owner of the restaurant, the groping Gallic’s wife, asked her why she was leaving, Genevieve told her. ‘Because your sleazy husband can’t keep his hands to himself. If I had the energy, I’d have him for sexual harassment. Oh, and you might like to check the cold store; I locked him in there five minutes ago.’ That had been Nattie’s inspired idea.

She walked out of the restaurant, head held high, in search of a change of direction. She was only twenty-two, but felt more like ninety-two. Trainee chefs, she had come to realise, were treated as little more than cannon fodder, to be used and abused by egotistical maniacs in a male-dominated environment. It wasn’t for her.

A spate of jobs followed, as diverse as the ones she’d tried on leaving school. Then clever old Gran came up with a novel career move for her. ‘Why don’t you keep house for some la-di-da family? I bet there’s plenty of folk willing to pay through the nose for someone who can cook as well as you do and keep them organised.’

As daft as it sounded, Genevieve pursued the suggestion and found to her astonishment that there was quite a market for housekeepers — and not the scary fictional ones dressed in black with keys hanging from a belt! So long as she was prepared to be flexible and take anything on, plenty of opportunities were on offer.

Having been bitten before, she started as she meant to go on and chose her employers with care: no more egotistical maniacs, and no potential gropers. The work was varied and not badly paid. It also came with live-in accommodation and occasionally the opportunity to travel, when the families took her on holiday with them, claiming it wouldn’t be the same without her. The only downside was that she had so little time off, it was difficult to make friends outside the family. And sometimes she grew too fond of the people she worked for, and they  of her, so when the time came to move on, the wrench was hard.

The sweetest of all the people she’d worked for had been George and Cecily Randolph, an elderly couple who had treated her more as a granddaughter than an employee. But just thinking of them brought on a stab of pain, and she was glad to hear Gran coming down the stairs singing ‘Mine Eyes Have Seen the Glory’.

Good old Gran. She could always be relied upon to chase away a maudlin thought.




Chapter Three

To Genevieve’s relief, everything had gone according to plan and the surprise party was well into its stride. A quick glance round the garden told her that the guests were having a good time and mixing happily. Even her father looked as though he was enjoying himself. It was good to see him smiling.

Their friends were mostly what the born-and-bred locals referred to as Newcomers, but when it came down to it, there were very few in the village who could lay claim to being a true local. Stan and Gwen Norman, who’d taken over the mini-market in the village five years ago, were laughing and chatting with Huw and Jane Davies who, a short while after the Baxters had moved to Angel Sands, had given up the rat race in Cardiff, bought the former blacksmith’s cottage and workshop and converted it into a pottery and art gallery. Jane was a noted artist in the area and Huw (a former Inland Revenue inspector) produced whimsical mugs, jugs and teapots in the shape of dragons. Clichéd stuff, he’d be the first to admit, but it was instant bread and butter on the table. As a sideline, he helped them all with their tax returns.

Over by the conservatory and sitting in the shade, Ruth Llewellyn was nodding her head to whatever Gran was saying. Ruth and her husband ran Angel Crafts, a gift shop in the centre of the village — William was currently holding the fort with their two teenage daughters. They were recent arrivals in the village, having bought  the shop last year when it had been a ramshackle angling supplier.

One of the facts of life in Angel Sands was that running any business off the back of tourism was harder than people thought, and shop premises changed hands almost as regularly as the tide came and went. The Lloyd-Morris brothers, on the other hand, had stood the test of time. Roy and David had been butchers in Angel Sands for as long as anyone could remember and, once tasted, their Welsh spring lamb and homemade sausages could never be forgotten. There was talk that with the help of their wives, Ann and Megan, they might set up a mail order side to the business. Sadly only Roy and Ann had been able to come to the party as David had drawn the short straw and was back at the shop.

Genevieve had thought about holding the party in the evening, but then Huw and Jane wouldn’t have been able to make it, along with Tubby Evans — his real name was Robert. So late afternoon it had to be. The only other guest was Adam Kellar. Everyone knew that Adam had an enormous crush on Nattie, and predictably the object of his desire was ignoring him. She stood barefoot, wearing a pair of enormous dungarees rolled up to her knees, nothing underneath, and was lecturing Tubby on the perils of pesticides, flinging her hands about to emphasise the seriousness of her message. Genevieve suspected that Tubby was only letting her rant on because there was every likelihood that a small pink breast would peep out from behind the bib of her dungarees.

Tubby — so called because of his short legs and rotund shape — drove the local mobile fruit and veg van and was very much the man in the know. He had access to anything newsworthy in the area; houses had been bought and sold via him in a single afternoon. It was Tubby who had nicknamed Genevieve and her sisters the Sisters of Whimsy. He claimed they were the strangest collection of  girls he’d ever come across. But as their father commented wryly, Tubby had never had a family and experienced the hair-raising roller coaster of bringing up three daughters.

A flash of white across the lawn caught Genevieve’s attention. It was Polly, dressed in an ankle-length white cotton dress that was practically see-through, and looking like a girl from a Timotei shampoo advert. She was drifting absently through the orchard in the dappled sunlight, clutching a bunch of bluebells. Lily-Rose was following closely in her footsteps, quite a feat in the long grass, given that she was wearing her mother’s multicoloured clogs. She trailed behind her a cardboard box containing a collection of favourite dolls and teddy bears.

Seeing that Adam was standing on his own, Genevieve carried a tray of canapes over to him. ‘How’s it going?’ she asked. She was fond of Adam and couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. Ever since he’d arrived in Angel Sands, he’d been hopelessly smitten with Nattie. But Nattie refused steadfastly to have anything to do with him. Genevieve thought her sister was a fool. Adam was warm-hearted and endlessly generous. Endlessly forgiving, too, especially with Nattie.

‘But how could I consider him as a potential date?’ she would say. ‘I mean, for pity’s sake, he wears a gold bracelet! And worse, he holds a knife like a pencil!’

As children, the Baxter girls had been repeatedly warned by their mother of this heinous crime. ‘The way you eat says a lot about the person you are,’ she would tell them. That Nattie should ever think her manners were better than anyone else’s was, of course, laughable.

Adam helped himself to a miniature Yorkshire pudding topped with a sliver of rare beef and horseradish sauce, the movement causing the offending piece of jewellery to slide down his tanned forearm. ‘Everything’s  just cracking,’ he said. ‘Couldn’t be better.’ Adam was always upbeat. ‘I’ve bought another caravan park. At Nolton Haven. I signed the contract yesterday.’

‘So I hear.’ Genevieve had already heard the news, from Tubby, of course.

‘I got it cheap as buttons. It needs wads of cash throwing at it, but by the time I’ve finished, I’ll have turned it into another of my premier sites.’

This was how Adam had made his money, buying run-down caravan parks and turning them around. He owned five in Pembrokeshire, three in Devon, five in Cornwall and another two near Blackpool. He was thirty-five but had been a bona fide millionaire since the age of twenty-six, after selling everything he had and borrowing heavily to buy his first site in Tenby. He’d cashed in on a changing market, he’d once explained to Genevieve. He’d seen how caravan sites were being remarketed — nowadays no one referred to static caravans; they were called Executive Holiday Homes and their owners included football players, retired bookies and well-off car dealers as well as ordinary holidaymakers wanting a bolt-hole by the sea. According to Adam, some of these people were so image-conscious they competed with each other over who had the biggest balconied decking, the best exterior lighting, or the best boat. ‘What’s a man to do,’ Adam would say, ‘but pander to them shamelessly?’ He did this by providing excellent on-site facilities in the form of clubhouses, swimming pools, play areas, gyms, spa centres and evening entertainment.

Genevieve admired him for his enterprise and sheer hard work. He’d left school in Wolverhampton when he was sixteen and had worked tirelessly ever since, although these days he reckoned he’d earned the right to work the hours he chose. ‘What’s the point in slogging my guts out,’ he’d say, ‘if I can’t sit back and enjoy it occasionally?’ He had a  lot to enjoy: a beautiful house in Angel Sands he’d had built eighteen months ago, a choice of flashy cars to drive, and an apartment in Barbados. All that was missing was the right person to share it. The only one he wanted was Nattie but, sadly, she despised him.

‘He represents everything wrong in this world,’ she complained. ‘He’s slowly destroying the natural beauty of where we live with his bloody awful shack parks. If he ever tries to build one near here, I’ll personally burn it down.’

She would, too.

‘Your sister’s looking well,’ Adam said. His gaze was fixed on Nattie across the lawn, where Tubby was still allowing her to berate him.

Genevieve offered Adam another canape. ‘She’s not worth it, Adam. You’re better off without her.’

He smiled and for a split second looked almost handsome. He had what Genevieve thought of as a solid, dependable face, the sort that wouldn’t get him noticed, but would slowly grow on a person. ‘I’m no oil-painting,’ he once joked, ‘but you should have seen me before I had the surgery!’ He also joked that it was okay for Tom Cruise to be a short-arse, but for an ugly devil like him, it was no laughing matter.

Still staring at Nattie, he said, ‘She’s unique, Gen, and I’m a patient man.’

Genevieve knew this wasn’t arrogance, it was his unshakeable belief that if you wanted something badly enough, it would eventually be yours. He chewed on the miniature Yorkshire pudding. ‘You know, these aren’t bad. Ever thought of setting up your own catering business? You could do really well; small business functions, wedding parties, anniversaries, you know the kind of thing. People today can’t be arsed to cook like they used to. Sure, they all watch the cookery programmes on telly, but that’s all they do. They watch someone else cook then  say they haven’t got the time to do it themselves.’

She laughed. ‘You hate anyone to be idle, don’t you, Adam?’

‘Not true. I want people to be idle. That’s how I make my living. You should try it.’

‘What? Sit twiddling my thumbs? I don’t think so.’

‘No. Start your own catering business. That’s if you’re going to stick around Angel Sands.’

‘On top of running Paradise House for Dad?’

‘You can do it, Gen. You know you can. It’s a matter of organisation, which I know you’re good at. All you have to do is decide what you want, then go for it.’

‘Is that what keeps you from giving up on Nattie?’

He ignored her question. ‘If capital’s a problem, I could fund you initially. You know, just to get you up and running. You’d need a small van. I could probably find you a second-hand one. I know a bloke who — ’

‘Adam Kellar, you are the sweetest man alive. But I’m okay for money. For the time being, anyway.’

The theme tune from The Great Escape had him reaching into his jacket pocket for his mobile phone. Leaving him to answer his call, Genevieve wandered over to Polly. She was sitting on the old rope swing in the orchard, her bunch of bluebells carefully laid to one side. She was humming softly and looking out to sea, her long, baby-fine blonde hair lifting on the warm breeze.

‘Everything okay, Poll?’

Her sister turned; her face both beautiful and sad. ‘I was just thinking of Mum. She should be here.’

Genevieve sat on the grass beside the swing and gazed at the turquoise sea glittering in the bright sunshine. A lone seagull wheeled overhead, its cry adding a poignant echo to the moment.


She should be here.


It was a simple but true statement. Their mother’s absence was the only thing wrong with the party. Serena  hadn’t forgotten their father’s birthday — she had sent a card and a small present all the way from New Zealand — but she was very much the missing guest.

 



It was when they had finished singing ‘Happy Birthday’ and Daddy Dean was holding Lily-Rose aloft so she could help him blow out the candles on the cake, all fifty-nine of them, and Tubby had teased him for being a whole two and a half years older than him, that a surprise guest appeared.

‘I hope it’s not too late for me to wish you a happy birthday,’ said a vision in faded denim and sparkly rhinestone gems.




Chapter Four

Donna Morgan looked very much as though she’d turned up at the wrong party, in her phenomenally tight jeans, fringed and bejewelled jacket and white cowboy boots.

‘I don’t want to intrude, but I wanted to give you a little something,’ she said. With her strong Caerphilly accent and husky voice, the words directed at Daddy Dean came out loaded with sing-songy innuendo.

You had to admire the woman’s cheek, thought Genevieve. She had only mentioned in passing, while Donna was helping her clean the guests’ rooms that morning, that it was her father’s birthday, and here she was dressed for action as the Rhinestone Cowgirl, ready to lasso her man. Genevieve watched her father’s reaction as Donna advanced towards him. Holding Lily-Rose as though she were a human shield, he took a step backwards.

Right onto Gran’s foot. She let out a yelp and spilled her glass of Madeira down the front of her dress. Adam was instantly on hand with a paper napkin, but Gran was more worried about her empty glass. ‘I hadn’t even had a sip of it!’ she muttered. Once it was refilled and Donna had apologised, calm and order were restored. Donna looked around for the intended recipient of her present, but there was no sign of him. He had fled.

Genevieve had to bite back a smile. ‘I’ll go and see if I can find him,’ she said, picturing her father locked in the loo, refusing to come out. Thank goodness he had Lily-Rose with him and couldn’t hide on the roof.

Nattie caught up with her in the conservatory. ‘The bloody nerve of that woman! Just who does she think she is, coming onto Dad like that? Tell me you didn’t invite her, Gen.’

‘Of course I didn’t.’

‘So how did she know it was his birthday?’

‘I let it slip this morning.’

‘Well, she’ll have to go.’

Annoyed, Genevieve said, ‘Perhaps you’d like to pull your weight around here and take her place.’

Nattie dismissed the comment. ‘Don’t be stupid, you know I can’t do that. Not with Lily-Rose. But did you see how tight her jeans were?’ She tutted. ‘Women of a certain age. They should know better.’

‘This from the girl who’s been flashing her nipples at Tubby all afternoon?’

‘Yeah, but for a good cause. I’m trying to convert him. A bit more persuasion and I’ll have him stocking only organic produce on his van.’

‘And there was me convinced you were only doing it to wind up poor Adam.’

Her sister feigned innocence. ‘Oh, is he here?’

‘You really are awful. One of these days you’re going to regret treating him so badly. He’s a great guy.’

Nattie gave her a withering look. ‘Then why don’t you  go out with Mr Wonderful?’

‘Because a, he’s never asked me, and b, he’s mad about  you.’


They found their father upstairs in his and Mum’s bedroom. He was sitting in the rocking chair he’d bought and restored for their mother when Polly was born. Lily-Rose was bouncing on the bed, beaming happily because no one was stopping her, but Dad was staring wretchedly at the card in his hands; it was the one Serena had sent him.

Genevieve and Nattie knelt on the floor, one either side of the chair. Neither spoke. What could they say? Every time a woman showed the slightest interest in him, it made him think of Serena and how much he longed for her to come home.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, his words catching in his throat. ‘Silly of me, I know.’

‘Not silly at all,’ said Genevieve, stroking his hand.

‘Absolutely not,’ agreed Nattie. She took his other hand. ‘I’d be the same if that woman turned up at my party. Do you want me to get rid of her?’

He shook his head miserably. He was about to speak when Lily-Rose, breathless from all the bouncing, came to a wobbly stop and said, ‘Don’t be sad on your birthday. Come and bounce on the bed with me. Look!’ She continued to demonstrate.

Their father’s face instantly brightened. He got up from the chair and went to his granddaughter. He was just swinging her off the bed when they heard the sound of a car, its exhaust pipe blowing loudly. Nattie went to the window.

‘Damn! It’s Rupe with his brother Jules. I told them not to come till later.’

Genevieve joined her sister at the window. She didn’t think she’d ever get over the fact that Nattie was going out with someone called Rupert Axworthy-Smythe. Worse, he was a useless waste of space, not yet old enough to shave on a regular basis — attached to his chin was a straggly tassel that would have looked more at home on Donna’s denim jacket. All he talked about was surfing and catching the wave. His greatest responsibility in life was to own a Volkswagen camper van that was more than twice his age. When he wasn’t posing on the beach with his brother and pals — more over-privileged refugees from Gloucestershire — he was painting naked women onto the psychedelic bodywork of his precious  van. What Nattie saw in him was beyond Genevieve.

But then Nattie had never had much taste in boyfriends. Lily-Rose’s father had been another example of her poor judgement. The moment he’d learned Nattie was pregnant he’d vanished faster than a ten-pound note during happy hour at the wine bar he worked in. There had been no question of Nattie not having the baby or giving it up for adoption. Neither of those options would have sat comfortably with her crusading instinct.

By the time they made it down to the garden, their father having recovered himself and promised not to do a runner again, Rupert and Jules had helped themselves to a drink and were eyeing up the untouched birthday cake. The other guests were keeping their distance, watching them suspiciously, especially Adam, who looked ready to grab Rupert by his goatee and toss him out to sea.

Genevieve soon realised why. Rupert was drunk.

Catching sight of Nattie, he smiled lopsidedly. ‘Hiya, Nat.’ He staggered towards her, came to a stop and looked her up and down. ‘Ah, so that’s where my dungarees went. I wondered why I couldn’t find them.’ He leaned in for a kiss, but she pushed him away.

‘Rupe, are you drunk again?’ She sounded bored more than cross, as though it was a question she’d asked him once too often.

‘And what if I am? What’s it to you? You, who didn’t want me to come to your dad’s party.’

She folded her arms across her chest. ‘You’re pathetic, Rupe. I don’t know why I bother with you.’

‘And I don’t know why I bother with you.’ He jabbed a threatening finger at her shoulder.

Genevieve sensed the other men draw themselves up to their full height, including her father. He said, ‘How about something to eat, Rupert?’ He’d had years of experience with Nattie’s unsuitable boyfriends.

The threatening manner gave way instantly, and was replaced by the boyish grin that Genevieve suspected usually got Rupert exactly what he wanted. ‘Yeah, some cake would be nice. Cheers.’

But Nattie wasn’t having it. ‘No, Dad,’ she snapped. ‘He’s drunk and I don’t want him here.’ She looked Rupert straight in the eye. ‘Please leave, Rupe. I’ll see you tomorrow, when you’re sober.’ She turned to his brother, who had the grace to look sheepish. ‘Take him home, Jules.’ She walked away, her resolute manner telling them that as far as she was concerned, the matter was dealt with.

It wasn‘t, though. Rupert swayed on his feet, then moved after her. ‘Hey! Nobody speaks to me like that. I’m not a child.’

‘Then perhaps you should stop acting like one.’ This was from Donna. And any trace of sing-songy innuendo was gone from her voice. In its place was a low, fullthroated, assertive tone that brooked no argument. Everyone stared at her, including Rupert.

He looked her over and sneered, ‘You’re that tart from the pub, aren’t you? The one who thinks she can sing.’

‘That’s enough, young man! You’ve gone too far now.’ Dad’s voice was as firm as Genevieve had ever heard it. ‘I suggest you apologise to Mrs Morgan and go. You’re not welcome here in this state.’

‘It’s okay, Mr Baxter,’ said Donna. ‘I can handle myself. I’m more than used to boys still wet behind the ears who can’t hold their drink.’

Rupert laughed. ‘I’m not apologising to anyone, least of all an old tart from the valleys. What d’yer think, Jules, should we ask her to sing just to give us a good laugh?’

Rupert was so full of himself, he didn’t see the punch coming: it landed square on his nose with a squish of  bone, followed by a spurt of blood. There was a collective gasp. He reeled backwards, a hand clamped to his face. Then he realised who had thumped him and that she was coming at him again. He took a swing at Nattie. It was his biggest mistake of the day.

Adam grabbed his arm, swung him round and head-butted him. His legs crumpled and he would have fallen to the ground if Adam hadn’t had his hands gripped around his throat.

‘Now, why don’t you put your Home Counties vowels to good use and apologise to everyone here? And when you’ve done that, get your scrawny body out of my sight before I really lose my temper.’

 



The apology never came. But Jules did the decent thing and dragged his brother away. ‘I never liked that boy,’ Gran told Nattie, who now had her hand jammed in a bucket of ice. ‘Eyes too close to-gether. Shifty as a cockroach.’

‘His eyes won’t feel so close when that nose swells up,’ laughed Stan Norman. ‘When did you learn to box, Nattie?’

‘Kick-boxing classes last year,’ she said, removing her hand from the bucket and checking it over. ‘I’m a firm believer in women learning self-defence. In my opinion it should be taught as a matter of course in schools. Far more useful than freezing to death on a hockey pitch.’

They were sitting on the terrace, plates of birthday cake on their laps. Genevieve knew that while her sister was making light of what had happened, she would be furious that Rupert’s appalling behaviour had been witnessed by Adam. She hoped he would have the sense not to try to capitalise on it.

‘How’s your head, Adam?’ she asked him, her voice lowered so her sister wouldn’t hear. It was a miracle that Nattie hadn’t castigated him for stepping in to help,  when she’d thought she had the situation under control.

‘It’s fine,’ he muttered, touching the red patch on his forehead. ‘It’d take more than a prat like that to do any real damage. Honestly, Gen, what does she see in him? What’s he got that I haven’t?’

‘I don’t have a clue, Adam. And I’m not sure she knows either.’

From across the terrace came the sound of husky laughter — Donna was deep in conversation with Tubby. Funny how things had changed in the last hour, thought Genevieve. One minute Donna Morgan was the enemy and had their father running for cover, and the next he was defending her honour. Not that she’d given the impression of needing it. Like Nattie, she appeared more than capable of taking care of herself.

Genevieve wanted to believe it was progress, her father doing the gentlemanly thing, but something told her it might make matters worse. What if it gave Donna the green light to make further overtures?




Chapter Five

‘But would it really be so bad if Donna did fancy Daddy?’ asked Polly later that night.

They were alone in her bedroom at the top of the house where they’d always slept in what had been the attic rooms, while their parents and guests slept on the floor below. Nattie and Lily-Rose were stopping over. Genevieve and her sisters were sitting cross-legged on Polly’s double bed with a tray of leftovers between them. An empty bottle of wine stood on the bedside table. Polly’s question had taken Genevieve by surprise. Surely it mattered. He was their father.

Nattie said, ‘Poll, I’m warning you, don’t you dare go all Pollyanna on me, imagining good in everyone. Donna Morgan is bad news.’

‘But how do we know that?’

‘Because it’s obvious. She just is.’

Polly tilted her head and frowned. ‘So why did you rush to her defence when Rupert was so rude to her?’

‘It’s no big deal. He was annoying me and I felt like laying one on him.’

Polly let it go, but Genevieve said, ‘You’re such a liar, Nattie. You lashed out at Rupert because what he said was unspeakably vile and for a split second you saw Donna as a victim and not a threat.’

Nattie grunted and stuffed a piece of pizza into her mouth.

‘It’s true,’ Genevieve said, ‘and what really upsets me is that we’ve acted no better than Rupert. We took one  look at the way Donna dresses and decided against her.’

‘And with good reason! The woman is clearly after husband number two and sees Dad as a sitting target. She’d have him for breakfast.’

‘You have no way of knowing that,’ persisted Genevieve. ‘But it strikes me the only crime she’s committed so far is to overdress and wear too much make-up. Who are we to talk? We’re hardly the epitome of sartorial elegance, are we?’

They looked at each other — Polly in their father’s old paisley pyjamas, Nattie in a vest top and a pair of boxer shorts that had belonged to some long-forgotten boyfriend, and Genevieve in her knickers and a faded tee-shirt that seemed to grow each time it was washed.

They fell silent until Nattie said, ‘But what you’re both losing sight of is that Dad won’t ever be interested in her. Or any other woman for that matter. It’s Mum he wants.’

‘In that case, what are we worrying about?’ Genevieve said. ‘Donna will soon get the message and leave him alone.’

Not even Nattie disagreed with this piece of logic.

‘What are you going to do about Rupert, Nattie?’ Genevieve said, ‘You’re surely not going to carry on seeing him, are you?’

‘Oh, don’t you worry, I know exactly what I’m going to do. Axworthy-Smythe is for the chop good and proper.’ She laughed. ‘Get it? Axworthy. Chop. Oh, never mind. Anyway, I was beginning to get bored of him. I reckon it’s time for a change.’

‘You could try abstinence.’

Nattie looked at Polly and laughed again. ‘You two might want to take a vow of chastity, but this girl doesn’t. I don’t know how you do it.’

Polly blushed. Being so pretty, she was never short of offers, but she was a very particular girl. ‘I’ve told you before,’ she murmured, ‘I’m more interested in a  meeting of minds than meaningless sex.’

‘And I’ve told you before, don’t criticise what you haven’t tried.’

‘We could say the same to you,’ said Genevieve. ‘Why don’t you try a new kind of relationship, one that might lead to love? Or are you afraid to?’

Nattie groaned. ‘Oh, please!’

‘You think love doesn’t exist, then?’

‘It’s a myth, Polly. You know that, I know that. Deep down, everyone in the whole wide world knows it too, except they’re too busy buying into the hype.’

Polly got off the bed and went to stand by the open window. She let out a long, wistful sigh. Even in Daddy Dean’s tatty old pyjamas, she still managed to look like a princess worth rescuing from the castle tower. She turned from the window. ‘Have you never been in love, Nats?’ she asked.

Nattie frowned. ‘Of course I have. I love you and Gen, Mum, Dad, Gran and Lily-Rose. Most of all Lily-Rose.’

‘That’s not what I asked. I’m talking about being in  love. Like Dad still is with Mum.’ She came and sat on the bed again. ‘When I fall in love I want it to be the real thing. And by that, I mean even if the relationship came to an end, I’d still want the best for him. I’d hate to unravel all that had been good in the relationship.’

Nattie looked sceptically at Polly. ‘Cloud cuckoo land, that’s where you are, girl.’

 



Later, lying in her own bed and listening to the sound of the sea lapping on the rocks in the bay, Genevieve thought of what Polly had said. And what Nattie had scorned.

She couldn’t claim a wealth of experience on the subject, but the few relationships she’d been in had taught her that love, real love, was infinitely better than the inferior version one usually made do with.

She was just nodding off when there was a soft tap at the door.

‘It’s me, Gen, can I come in?’ Polly closed the door quietly behind her and slipped into bed with Genevieve.

‘What is it, Poll? Can’t you sleep?’

‘I’ve been thinking. About Dad.’

‘And?’

‘We need to find him a girlfriend.’

‘Uh?’

‘Only a temporary one. I don’t think he deliberately neglected Mum, but he might have overlooked her needs. You know, her emotional needs.’

‘Are you talking about romance?’

‘Yes. He has to learn how to make her feel special again. And to do that he needs to practise with another woman. Maybe more than one.’

Genevieve put her arms round her sister. Suppressing a yawn and conscious that she was tired and only humouring her, Genevieve said, ‘So, how do you suggest we go about finding a suitable woman he can learn from? Assuming, of course, that Donna doesn’t fit the bill?’

‘We advertise. I’ve been checking out the Lost and Found pages in the local paper.’

Genevieve hugged her sister. Just as you began to worry that she was behaving too rationally, she put you right. ‘I think you mean the Kindred Spirits pages.’

‘Is there a difference?’

And there she went again. Absent-minded romantic to incisive genius in one small step.




Chapter Six

A week had passed since her father’s birthday. After hanging out the washing — sheets, pillowcases, duvet covers, towels and bath mats — and leaving a bowl of bread dough to rise, Genevieve decided to go for a walk. Dad was down at Gran’s fixing a leaky tap and Polly was playing the piano in the guest sitting room as she waited for the piano tuner to arrive.

Not wanting to disturb her sister, Genevieve wrote a brief note saying when she would be back. If she’d been writing a note for anyone else she would have laboured over it, but as it was for her family, who knew how to interpret her unorthodox spellings, she dashed it off in seconds flat. She propped the piece of paper against the jug of wild flowers on the table and listened to her sister belting out a piece of explosive music. To look at Polly you’d never expect her to play with such energy. Hidden depths, thought Genevieve as she shut the door behind her and stepped outside into the sunshine.

Instead of going round to the front of the house, then down the hill into the village, the way she often went, she walked the length of the garden and climbed over the low wall to join the coastal path in an easterly direction. The path was steep and narrow to begin with, lined either side with golden yellow gorse bushes, but after a while it levelled out and widened. She paused to catch her breath and looked back the way she had come, to Angel Sands, where the houses looked as though any  minute they would tumble down the hillside and slide into the water.

It was a funny little community, close-knit and traditional with its roots in limestone quarrying. But the quarrying had stopped a long time ago; nowadays tourism was the staple. When she and her family first started coming here, people called Pembrokeshire the poor man’s Cornwall, and for no good reason she could think of, it was still overlooked in favour of Devon and Cornwall. But once discovered, it was a gem of a place that drew one back again and again. Visitors relished the peace and quiet and beauty of the coastline, as well as the genuine warmth of those who welcomed them here. Considered as Little England Beyond Wales, South Pembrokeshire had a reputation for being a happy melting pot of all things Welsh and English. In some of the neighbouring villages and towns, Welsh was often spoken. Genevieve particularly enjoyed hearing it, but despite Tubby’s efforts to teach her — he’d been brought up in Llanelli and had the most marvellous ‘Valley’s Welsh’ accent — she had never mastered more than a few basic words. But then for a dyslexic, one language was more than enough.

But it would always be the rhythmic ebb and flow of the sea and the invigorating walks that Genevieve loved most about being here. There were plenty of stories, some even true, about the rugged coastline; many a tale of ships that had run aground and of locals descending upon the beach to gather in the booty washed up on the shore. One tale told that the timber used in the building of some of the older cottages in Angel Sands had come from a ship that had been smashed on the rocks in the neighbouring bay, aptly named Hell’s Gate.

Angel Sands had acquired its name because of these treacherous rocks. Centuries ago, if a storm blew up and an unfortunate ship found itself being pushed towards  the mouth of Hell’s Gate, the sailors knew their only chance of escape was to hold fast against the wind and hope to sail into the calmer waters of the bay around the headland. Unsurprisingly, given the superstitious nature of sailors, a myth was soon established, that the bay was guarded by an angel and it would only come to your aid if you prayed hard enough and loud enough. There were a few fanciful people in the village who believed that if you listened carefully on a wild and stormy night you could hear, rising up from the swelling waters, the agonised cries of those whose prayers hadn’t been answered.

Genevieve started walking again, enjoying the warm, salty breeze against her face: it was good to be out in the fresh air. It had been a hectic morning. The guests had been down early for breakfast, eager to make the most of the glorious weather. They were keen walkers and she’d made packed lunches for them all, something she often did. She liked to think that running a successful bed and breakfast was down to being flexible and offering the guests these little extras.

If she stayed — and she might have to if her mother didn’t come back — she would want to make some changes at Paradise House. It would be nice to offer an evening meal to those guests who couldn’t be bothered to make the short walk down into the village where the Salvation Arms provided basic, unimaginative food. Only yesterday, Donna had been less than flattering about the meals there and had suggested that Genevieve could easily outclass the pub’s kitchen staff. Genevieve loved to cook, and the daily round of egg and bacon hardly satisfied her creative flair. Something else she’d thought of doing was setting out tables and chairs in the garden and providing cream teas. But she would have to go carefully. There were already two teashops in Angel Sands and she wouldn’t like to step on anyone’s toes.

It was working well, having Donna helping with the  cleaning. Better than Genevieve could have hoped for. She wasn’t one of those sloppy cleaners who rushed through the job, missing hairs in basins and only hoovering the bits of the carpets and rugs that showed. But for all her efficiency, there was still the problem of her and Dad. Whenever she was around, he would instantly make himself scarce. Gran was seeing a lot more of him these days, much to her irritation — with every visit, he claimed to find something else wrong with her little house, something that required his immediate attention.

‘What’s got into him?’ Gran had asked Genevieve and her sisters. ‘Just as I’m settling down to watch the telly, he knocks on the door wanting to fiddle with my plumbing.’

‘I bet that’s the best offer you’ve had in years, Gran,’ Nattie had smirked.
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Nothing is as it seems...
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