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        To the dreamers, and your dreams, big or small. Like, even if they’re puffin-sized small.

        ‘You’ll never find peace by hating, lad. It only shuts ye off more from the world. And this town is only a cursed place if ye make it so. To the rest of us, ’tis a blessed place!’ 

        
          – Brigadoon
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for picking up this, the last in the Little Beach trilogy (probably). I have loved writing the adventures of Polly, Huckle, and a very naughty puffin called Neil so very much. 

      If you are new to these stories, honestly you don’t need to know very much: Polly moved to the tidal island of Mount Polbearne when her business failed, and has built a new life there. 

      She lives in a lighthouse because she thought it sounded romantic (it is a MASSIVE pain in the neck, NB), with her laid-back American boyfriend Huckle and a puffin, obviously. She bakes every day for Mount Polbearnites and their guests. Right, you’re all ready to go!

      A note on the setting:

      Cornwall to me is a place of the imagination as much as a real home to lots of people, because I spent so much time there as a child. 

      To me, it is like a version of Narnia or any of the other imaginary lands I liked to visit – I was absolutely obsessed with Over Sea, Under Stone, and of course the Famous Five and Malory Towers. 

      We used to stay in old tin miners cottages near Polperro. My mother was a great Daphne du Maurier fan, and she used to put me and my two brothers to sleep in the little narrow beds, and tell us bloodcurdling stories of shipwrecks and pirates and gold and wreckers and we would be utterly thrilled and chilled and one of us, probably my littlest brother – although he would probably say, me – would be up half the night with nightmares. 

      Compared to chilly Scotland, sunny Cornwall was like paradise to me. Every year, we were bought as a special treat those big foam body surf boards and we would get in to the water first thing in the morning and body surf body surf body surf until physically hauled out, sunburnt along the crossed strap lines on my swimming costume, to eat a gritty sandwich wrapped in clearseal.

      Later my dad would barbecue fish over the little home-built barbie he constructed every year from bricks and a grill, and I would sit in the high sweet grass and read books, and get bitten by insects. 

      And after that, (because you get to stay up very late on your holidays), we’d drive down to Mousehole or St Ives; eat ice cream strolling along the harbour walk looking at the art galleries; or hot salty fried potatoes, or fudge, the flavours of which I was constantly obsessed with, even though fudge invariably makes me feel sick. 

      They were blissful times, and it was such a joy to revisit them when I started writing my Mount Polbearne series. We went on a day trip – as required by law, I think, of anyone visiting Cornwall – to St Michael’s Mount and I remember being gripped and fascinated by the old stone road disappearing under the waves. It was the most romantic and magical thing I could possibly imagine, and it has been such a joy setting my books there. If I can convey even a fraction of the happiness Cornwall has brought to me in my life through my books – well, I’d be absolutely delighted. 
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            Chapter One
          

          

        

      

      This story is about one particular Christmas, but it actually starts with a very Bad Thing happening the previous spring.

      It’s a bit of a shame that the Bad Thing happens in the spring and we’re only going to look at it for a bit, because the Cornish tidal island of Mount Polbearne in the spring is an extraordinarily beautiful place.

      There is a causeway leading to the ancient settlement, which used to be connected to the mainland until the seas rose up. Now the tides cover the old cobbled road twice a day, which makes it both a very romantic and an extremely inconvenient place to live.

      There are a jumble of cottages and shops alongside the harbour and beach, including Polly’s Little Beach Street Bakery, to distinguish it from the original bakery. You might wonder how such a tiny village sustains two bakeries, but then you obviously haven’t eaten there, because Polly is to baking what Phil Collins is to playing the drums. Hang on, that might not be the best example.

      Anyway, rest assured: she is very, very good at baking. Her sourdough bread is nutty and firm and has the chewiest of crusts; her baguettes are lighter and fluffier than air. She makes the densest, most delicious olive oil focaccia and delicate, sharp cheese scones. The scent of her baking – she tests things out in the kitchen at home in the lighthouse, then there are the big industrial ovens in the bakery itself, plus an amazing woodburner – floats across the town and brings the hungry and the curious from miles around.

      As well as the bakery along the harbour, there’s Andy’s pub, the Red Lion, which plays fairly fast and loose with licensing laws, particularly if it’s a warm evening in the beer garden, which is strung with fairy lights and scented with the sea. Andy also runs a fantastic and mind-numbingly expensive fish-and-chip shop next door, so he’s a busy man. In the harbour itself, the fishing boats rattle and chime; fishing, once the backbone of Mount Polbearne, is now the second most popular job in the tiny community, after tourism.

      Up the hill ramble various little cobbled streets, where the same families have been living for generations. There were fears that the community was dying out, but Polly arriving to take over the bakery, after the graphic design business she used to run failed miserably, coincided with – some people say brought about – a new influx; there’s even a posh fish restaurant now. Babies are being born and there’s a sense that things are definitely on the up.

      The trick now is to keep it on the up without all the lovely tumbledown houses being bought as second homes by rich people from London and Exeter who never show up during the week and who make it too expensive for local people to live there. But with one or two exceptions, the lack of reliable Wi-Fi and the constantly shifting tides have kept the place more or less cut off from invasion – as it has been for hundreds and hundreds of years – so it could be worse.

      Summer in Mount Polbearne is always mobbed and busy and a bit nuts, as everyone tries to make enough money to get them through the long, cold winter. But in the spring, the tourists haven’t quite started yet – or at least, there’s normally a bit of a rush at Easter, when everyone turns up and hopes for the best and pretends that they aren’t remotely disappointed when the wind that used to wreck ships on that treacherous stretch of southern Cornish coastline blows their candyfloss right back in their faces; that the picturesque bounce of the fishing boats that line the little harbour isn’t done just to look nice in holiday videos but is actually the white-tipped waves hurling the boats about, with red-fingered fishermen mending nets or, more commonly these days, frowning at computer printouts showing shoals and movements and tallying up just how much they can take from the sea.

      But once the slightly disappointed Easter holidaymakers (and the incredibly smug ones, I should say, who hang on until the second Tuesday and are rewarded with a golden day so exquisitely perfect and beautiful that they annoy their friends immeasurably for the next five years by reminiscing about it) have gone, Mount Polbearne has a short respite before the summer floods arrive: children with crabbing nets; adults dreaming of the kind of holidays they had as children, with wide golden beaches and the freedom to run around (until they realise that the causeway doesn’t have any sides and the tide rushes in astonishingly fast, and what was perfectly okay for their parents to let them do in 1985 is now a bit horrifying; and, well, obviously they’ll need good Wi-Fi too, something Mount Polbearne can’t provide but they’ll just have to make the best of it).

      In April, then, Mount Polbearne takes a breath. Looking towards the mainland, you can see the trees starting to blossom out in great big garlands of pink and white. Days that start chilly and unpredictable suddenly get a darting bolt of sunlight; and the early-morning mist burns off, and the heat rises and releases that gorgeous aroma of everything growing and birds building nests and chattering to one another, and the light bright green of trees in bud and a particular buzzing, gentle loveliness that is England in early spring, at its very best.

      Our story does not stay there.

      But it begins there. And it should be a time of new beginnings; of cheery emerging from winter fleeces and television and blinking into the fresh light of the morning.

      Mostly, though, it has Polly Waterford’s best friend, the blonde and sophisticated Kerensa, wife of Huckle’s best friend, swearing wildly down the telephone.

      ‘Stop swearing,’ said Polly sensibly, rubbing her eyes. ‘I can’t make out a word you’re saying.’

      As it so often did, the connection cut out between Polbearne and the mainland, where Kerensa lived in a huge and ridiculously opulent mansion with her wunderkind (and quite noisy) American husband Reuben.

      ‘Who was that?’ said Huckle, waiting for toast to pop up in the sunny kitchen of the lighthouse they shared, a faded grey T-shirt pulled on over his boxers. It wasn’t really warm enough for just that, but Polly absolutely wasn’t complaining. It was a Sunday morning, her only day off; there was salted local butter waiting to be spread, or a squeeze of Huckle’s own honey, sweet orange blossom to go with the gentle morning weather.

      ‘Kerensa,’ said Polly. ‘She had some very busy swearing to do.’

      ‘That sounds like her. What about?’

      Polly tried to ring her back, without success.

      ‘Could be anything with Kerensa. Reuben’s probably being a putz again.’

      ‘Well I’d take that as a certainty,’ said Huckle gravely, standing over the toaster, watching it fiercely. ‘Oh, someone needs to invent a speedy toaster,’ he complained.

      ‘A speedy toaster?’ said Polly. ‘What?’

      ‘Toast takes too long,’ said Huckle.

      ‘What on earth are you talking about?’

      ‘I really want some toast, and I put your sourdough in the toaster – which makes the best toast in the world by the way…’

      ‘I knew there was a reason you were with me,’ said Polly.

      ‘… and then OMG, it just smells so good, it’s like you can’t wait, you have to eat the amazing sourdough toast straight away.’

      He pressed the button, and two not-quite-toasted pieces of light golden bread popped out.

      ‘See?’ he said, attacking them crossly with a butter knife. The butter was still hard from the fridge and tore a hole in the soft crumb. Huckle looked down gloomily at his plate. ‘Every time. I panic and take it out too early and really regret it, and that’s my toast experience totally spoiled.’

      ‘Make more.’

      ‘It doesn’t work, I’ve tried it.’

      Regardless, Huckle popped another couple of slices in.

      ‘The problem is, I’ll have eaten the first lot before the second lot is ready. It’s a vicious circle. Exactly the same thing will happen all over again.’

      ‘Maybe,’ said Polly, ‘you should just stand over the toaster with your mouth open when it’s about to pop up.’

      ‘Yeah, I thought of that,’ said Huckle. ‘Possibly with a kind of butter spray gun so it’s all ready to go and you don’t have to hack it on in a hurry because you need to eat all the delicious toast so quickly.’

      ‘I didn’t think it was possible to meet someone more bread-obsessed than me,’ said Polly. ‘But – and I can’t quite believe I’m saying this – I think it’s possible you overthink toast.’

      ‘If I could just invent the Speed-E-Toaster,’ said Huckle, ‘we’d be richer than Reuben.’

      The toast popped up.

      ‘QUICK! QUICK! QUICK!!!!’

      And after that, they simply went back to bed, because Polly, being a baker, had to go to bed incredibly early every other day of the week, and Huckle, being a honey seller, didn’t particularly, so their hours didn’t always match up. And Polly sent a text to Kerensa saying not to worry, everything would be fine, she’d call her later, and then she turned off her phone.

      This was to prove a terrible, terrible mistake.
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            Chapter Two
          

          

        

      

      So let us be clear: none of what happened was truly Polly’s fault, or Huckle’s fault. It was obviously Kerensa’s fault, as you’ll see, and a bit Selina’s, who wouldn’t admit it in a million years but absolutely liked encouraging these things along (because some people are just a bit like that, aren’t they? Stirrers).

      But it was also a tiny bit Reuben’s fault, because – and I can’t stress this highly enough – even by his standards he was being the most unbelievable putz that day.

      He had forgotten it was their wedding anniversary – their first wedding anniversary – and when Kerensa had pointed this out to him, he’d said yeah, well, he’d done a lot of that lovey-dovey stuff in the past and they were married now, so that was all kind of fine, right? Like, he’d done it and now they were all awesome, and anyway, she had a dozen handbags, right, and by the way, he had to be on a plane to San Francisco to talk to his massive IPO base, and Kerensa had said she hadn’t known that and he’d said well she should read the schedule his PA emailed her, he was leaving in two hours, and she said could she come too, having heard that San Francisco in the spring was a magnificent place to be, and he said not really, sweetie, he’d be super-busy. Then he’d kissed her goodbye and suggested that seeing as they’d had a gym put in the house, why didn’t she use it?

      So. You see what I mean. He didn’t mean it unkindly, that’s just what Reuben is like: when he’s working, he kind of turns into Steve Jobs and doesn’t really think about anyone but himself, which is why he’s pretty much as rich as Steve Jobs, more or less. It’s a big number anyway.

      So Kerensa stood in the completely empty huge luxurious hallway of their massive amazing house with its own beach on the northern coast of Cornwall and wondered about crying a little bit. Then she decided to be angry instead, because this had been happening more and more often, and Reuben never seemed to see that actually she didn’t really like being contacted by his PA, who was cool and American and dressed very expensively and who Kerensa was slightly intimidated by, even though nothing much intimidated her, and ever since he’d kick-started his career last year, after a near-bankruptcy, she’d barely seen him at all; he’d never been off a flight.

      So she’d decided to get angry and in a frenzy called Polly, who was busy as it turned out guffing on about toast with Huckle on her only day off, and absolutely was not as sympathetic as a friend should be in those circumstances, which Polly regretted bitterly afterwards.

      So then Kerensa called their other friend Selina, who had been through a terrible time being widowed two years before and could still be a little emotional on occasion, and Selina, who had lived on the mainland and always had a fashionable career before she’d accidentally fallen for a fisherman, said she had a great idea: she was bored out of her mind, why didn’t they go into Plymouth, go to the smartest restaurant they could find and drink the most expensive thing on the menu, then charge it to Reuben and say thanks for the lovely anniversary gift the next time she saw him?

      And Kerensa liked this idea very much, so that was what they did. And what started out as lunch – and a lot, and I mean a lot of complaining about the men in their lives, or that had been in their lives – got a little out of hand, and they ended up meeting a bunch of other girls there on a hen night who immediately incorporated them into their gang, and they went to see a ‘dance show’ with those girls and I will leave it totally up to your imagination what the dance show entailed, but there was quite a lot of baby oil on display, and some very tall men with Brazilian accents, and flaming sambucas, and then Kerensa’s memory gets a bit hazy after that, but when she woke up in the morning in an incredibly posh hotel she dimly recalled waltzing into brandishing a platinum credit card at some ungodly hour, she remembered enough to know that if she could possibly have it surgically removed from her brain, she absolutely would.

      He’d already left. Although there was a long black hair in the shower.

      I know. I did say it was a Bad Thing.

      And oh, it gets worse. Think of something slightly regrettable you’ve done on a night out, then multiply it by a factor of about a million.

      Kerensa got home – with a sniggering, only mildly hung-over Selina, who thought the entire thing was unutterably hilarious and had been careful to drink lots of water at the same time, as she is also that kind of a friend – to discover that Polly had felt so guilty about not seeing her that Huckle had phoned Reuben and basically ordered him to go home and be nice to his wife.

      So Reuben had postponed his business in SF and flown all the way back, laden with every perfume in the duty-free shop because he couldn’t remember what she liked. He’d marched back in the door – where a miserable Kerensa had been throwing up all morning and crawling along the tiles writhing with hung-over guilt and misery – grabbed her in his arms and declared his undying love for her, then attempted to dramatically carry her upstairs, which he couldn’t manage as he’d been on a plane all night and Kerensa was two inches taller than him and also wanted to die; but they did their best together regardless, the early April light glowing through the huge floor-to-ceiling windows in their enormous circular bedroom, with its ridiculous/ spectacular (delete according to taste) circular bed, and after that, he promptly whisked Kerensa away everywhere he went for the next six months.
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      So that is the terrible thing that happened in the spring.

      And if this was a film, right, we would have reached the point where the ominous music crashes in and the credits start…
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Five weeks before Christmas

      ‘This year,’ Polly was saying boldly, sitting up under the duvet, ‘I am making a LIST. A PLAN. This year everything will not be a disaster.’

      ‘When has Christmas ever been a disaster?’ said Huckle, turning over, still sleepy and utterly unwilling to relinquish the duvet. Polly was getting up in the pitch dark, as she did for months on end in the winter, and their last heating bill had scared them both rigid, even though the house was almost never warm.

      Polly had thought – and hoped – that heating the lighthouse would be like heating a gigantic chimney; that she could light the Aga at the bottom and the heat would permeate up the entire place. This was not the case at all. This was very far from the case. The kitchen was warm, but unless – and even after – they turned on the ancient clanky and very reluctant heating system for about five hours and tried to ignore the fact that they were living in a Grade I listed, non-insulated, not-meant-for-human-habitation building, running up and down the stairs was torture, a sport that took dares and bribery for anyone to accomplish.

      Huckle did occasionally think longingly of the little beekeeper’s cottage he’d once rented on the mainland, just across the causeway, which was a lot warmer simply by virtue of not being perched more or less in the middle of the sea. The beekeeper’s cottage had had low ceilings and tiny windows and soft throws and cushions and curtains and two small bedrooms and had been cosy all winter long with one log burner and about four radiators.

      And even further back, he thought of his childhood home in Virginia in the US, which was warm most of the year anyway – sometimes uncomfortably so – but when the cold weather did come in, his father would simply fire up the vast furnace in the basement and the whole house would heat up straight away. The first thing his father had said to him when he found out he was moving to England full time was, ‘You know they don’t heat their houses?’

      At the time, Huckle had thought this was a quaint and outdated expression, like the British not knowing how to drink cold beer or go to a dentist. But now he was beginning to have a great deal of sympathy with his pa and wondering what other advice he should take from him whilst he still had the chance, before hypothermia set in and robbed him of brain stem function.

      Polly was pulling a third sweater over her head.

      ‘That’s my favourite sweater,’ said Huckle. ‘It’s kind of even more shapeless than the rest and gives you a sexy Marshmallow Man silhouette.’

      She hurled a sock at him.

      ‘Still more attractive than the goose bumps,’ she said. ‘Anyway, I don’t think you’re listening to my excellent plans for a list.’

      ‘It’s five a.m.,’ said Huckle. ‘You shouldn’t even have woken me. It was vicious and cruel and I shall get my deadly revenge.’

      And he grabbed her ankle and pulled her closer, trying to get her under the warm covers, where he liked, in fact, having to burrow beneath the layers of heavy clothing, knowing that somewhere in there, deep underneath, were Polly’s soft creamy curves, waiting to be discovered like buried treasure; visible, in general, to nobody else but him. He could already anticipate the shiver of his cold hand on her warm skin.

      Polly giggled and shrieked.

      ‘No! NO way! I have a million things to do and all anyone wants to order is gingerbread.’

      ‘You smell of gingerbread,’ said Huckle, sticking his head up her sweater. ‘It’s awesome. It makes me horny and hungry all at the same time. They’re going to ban me from supermarkets. I’m going to turn into Fru T. Bunn, the pervy baker.’

      Polly scrunched up her face.

      ‘Oh God, Huck, I can’t. I can’t. Now that I’m up and have momentum… if I don’t get going now, I’ll get back into bed and never leave.’

      ‘Get back into my bed and never leave. That’s an order.’

      ‘And we’ll starve to death.’

      ‘Neh, we’ll live on nothing but gingerbread.’

      ‘And die early.’

      ‘So worth it. Where’s Neil?’

      Neil was the puffin Polly had inadvertently adopted when she’d nursed him back to health after he had broken his wing as a puffling. By all accounts he would soon fly off home to join his flock. It hadn’t happened yet.

      ‘Outside.’

      They looked at one another. As ever, Huckle had that slow-burning, amused look in his eyes, as if the world was a funny game; that eternal sunny side of him that made him always think that everything would turn out for the best. His dark blonde hair was scruffy. He slept in his old college T-shirt and smelt like warm hay and honey mixed together.

      Polly glanced at the alarm clock, which Huckle covered up with his hand. She had deliveries, invoicing, paperwork, baking, serving…
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      ‘What happens one day,’ said Polly, getting dressed again in a tearing rush, trying to text Jayden her assistant to tell him she was running late, ‘after we’ve been together for ages and everything, and sex kind of tails off?’

      ‘That won’t happen.’

      ‘Well, it does.’

      ‘Not to us.’ Huckle gave her a warning look. They had got engaged in the summer, and every time he mentioned the future, Polly changed the subject or fretted about being too busy. He knew he had to sit down and properly talk to her about it; he knew she was busy, but he didn’t understand why it seemed to be a problem. To Huckle it couldn’t be simpler – they loved each other, they wanted to be together for ever, they wanted to raise a family. Of course, he sometimes reflected, he loved Polly because she wasn’t like other girls. But he couldn’t help thinking that most other girls, surely, would have been happy with that.

      He decided, once again, that this wasn’t the time. He grinned at her.

      ‘Can’t you enjoy just one thing for five minutes?’

      Polly smiled back. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And I think it was longer than five minutes.’ She frowned. ‘Mind you, I kind of lost track of time.’

      ‘Fine. Deal with it. Be happy. Everything lasts for ever. I’m going back to sleep.’

      And he did, even as Polly pulled on her thick woolly socks, his face completely smooth and relaxed in sleep, and Polly loved him so much she thought her heart would explode; she was terrified by how much she loved him. It was just everything that came next that scared the life out of her.

      
         

        
          [image:  ]
        

         

      

      Downstairs, she stoked up the Aga for Huckle later, grabbed a quick coffee and ran out of the lighthouse door. The rain threw itself violently at her face. She could always tell by the wind whistling through the windows how bad the weather was, but you had to steel yourself for it when it truly arrived, and now that it was nearly December, it was definitely here, with no end in sight.

      That was what you got, Polly supposed, when you lived on a lump of rock in the middle of the sea, with houses built on steeply winding streets in grey slate, the same colour as the stone itself, leading upwards towards the great ruined church at the very top. The ancient causeway that led to the mainland was dangerous to navigate, although possible, but mostly the many tourists parked at the car park on the other side and walked the cobbled road, squealing if they mistimed it and the tide rushed in closer and closer. The fishermen who made their living on Mount Polbearne had a handy sideline in rescuing the stranded and acting as a highly expensive taxi service.

      There had been a movement a year or so ago to build a permanent road to the island, but it had been defeated by the villagers, who liked its unique character; who didn’t want Polbearne to change from the way it had been for hundreds of years, regardless of how inconvenient it was.

      The sandwich shop Polly also ran up the road was closed for the winter, but the bakery continued, as busy as ever, as villagers and off-season tourists queued to get the freshest, warmest bread from the oven, not to mention the hot tasty pasties for the fishermen to take out in their boats; the flaky croissants that Patrick the vet would devour in his sunny office, waiting on his barking clients; the cream cheese brownies adored by Muriel, who worked in the little grocer’s that sold every single thing you could possibly want; the doughnuts for the construction workers doing up the posh new second-home extensions, with their glass-walled balconies and steel wires; and the jam tarts for the old ladies who had lived here all their lives, whose voices had the low hum and musical cadence local to the region, whose own grandparents had spoken Cornish and who remembered Mount Polbearne without electricity or television.

      Polly braved the incredibly high winds on the shell-embedded steps that led down from the lighthouse – then battled her way across the promenade, with its low stone wall, crumbling slightly from the years of pounding waves, and down the seafront to Beach Street, the cobbled road that faced out to sea.

      Buying the lighthouse had been an act of temporary madness, she knew, triggered by the astonishing fact of it coming up for sale. There was far too much work that needed to be done, and they absolutely couldn’t afford to, but still, she couldn’t get over how much she loved it, or the great feeling of pride she experienced when she saw it beaming out through the darkness (the top, working segment still belonged to the government), its red and white stripes a cheerful bulwark at the very edge of the village. The light didn’t reflect back into the house – it was the only place on Mount Polbearne where you couldn’t see it shining – and from the seaward side there was a completely unbroken view out across the Channel. In Polly’s eyes, the ever-changing panorama – sometimes angry and dramatic, sometimes stunningly restful, and sometimes, when the sunset hit, the most radiantly beautiful thing on earth – was worth every penny of the horrifying mortgage, and the freezing early starts.

      The only lights on this early, apart from one or two lanterns along the seafront, were, of course, in the bakery. Polly ran round to the back door and slammed inside.

      The kitchen was gorgeously, ravishingly warm, and she took off her gigantic parka with a sigh of relief. Jayden looked up enquiringly. Polly went pink, and it wasn’t just from the heat in the kitchen; she was remembering with a smile what had made her so late.

      ‘Um, hi!’

      ‘The cheese twists are in,’ said Jayden self-importantly. He’d grown a moustache for Movember the year before, and it had suited him so much he’d ended up keeping it. That, combined with his white apron and a rapidly increasing girth through stock sampling and eating far more from the bakery than Polly would recommend anyone to do, gave him the look of a jolly tradesman from about 1935, and it suited him rather well. Jayden was madly in love with Flora, a local girl who had an incredibly light hand with pastry, and she was feeding him up too, despite being very thin herself. They looked like a couple from a nursery rhyme.

      At the moment, though, during the winter closure, Flora was at college on the mainland – the first time she’d ever spent much time there – studying at a patisserie school in Devon. Jayden was absolutely miserable about it; he couldn’t bear her being away and humped around like a sad walrus. Polly thought their romance was very touching, but wished he wouldn’t be quite so miserable with the customers. He used to flirt with them and cheer them up no end.

      ‘Thanks, Jayden,’ she said, topping up her coffee cup from the machine.

      They’d recently started selling hot beverages, and Polly had spent a very long and over-caffeinated day at a trade fair trying to find a machine that could dispense drinks that weren’t absolutely disgusting and tasted all the same. She’d found one eventually – you could tell it straight off by the way everyone was clustering around the stand trying out the freebies, even people who were trying to sell other coffee machines – but of course it was by absolutely miles the most expensive one there. She’d be lucky to make her money back on it if she kept it for thirty years. There was a limit to how much you could charge a freezing fisherman who’d been on the water for eighteen hours for a hot Bovril, and it only just covered their costs. But it was nice to have it.

      Except for the hot chocolate. Nobody could make hot chocolate properly in a machine. After it had arrived, Reuben, their loud American friend (some might say pain in the neck, but Polly had grown quite tolerant in the last couple of years), had marched in shouting, ‘I make the best hot chocolate ever. Don’t even think of doing it in a machine, otherwise this friendship is totally at an end,’ and brought her several tins of his specially imported Swiss chocolate.

      No slouch in the kitchen himself, he’d shown her how to make it, with gently warmed milk and whisked cream and the chocolate folded in until it became a thick, warming syrup that tasted like liquid joy, finished off with special small American marshmallows, a touch of whipped cream and a Flake.

      Polly charged for those separately and only served them in the winter, but there was absolutely nobody in town – and for a long way around – who didn’t think they were absolutely worth it, much to Reuben’s complacent happiness. In fact, the start of the Little Beach Street Bakery’s hot chocolate season was, as far as many local inhabitants were concerned, the first bell of Christmas.

      ‘There’s a sou’wester out there,’ observed Jayden sadly. ‘I hope Flora’s all right.’

      ‘She’s in a centrally heated hall of residence, on a campus, on the mainland, and will still be in bed for another three hours,’ said Polly. ‘I think she’ll be fine.’

      Jayden sighed. ‘I miss that lass.’

      ‘She misses you too! That’s why you get so much post.’

      As if worried he wasn’t getting enough baked goods, Flora was sending Jayden the results of her efforts through the post every couple of days. Some made it in fairly good shape – the French cakes were a particular highlight – but others, like the croquembouche, were something of a disaster. Dawson, the postman, was threatening to sue them for ruining his trousers, repeatedly. He was already furious because he was always either missing the tide or getting caught in it. Mount Polbearne wasn’t the jewel in a postman’s round, to be honest. On the plus side, they’d all agreed that he could bin the junk mail at the recycling centre on the mainland, so that helped everyone. Until Flora’s cakes had come along. Jayden had offered to share the results with him, but Dawson had declined the first time and was too proud to change his mind now. If they came out particularly nicely – the cream horns had been surprisingly unspoiled – Polly put them on sale and posted the proceeds back to Flora. This made Dawson annoyed too, especially if she put coins in the envelope.

      ‘Morning, Dawson,’ said Polly now, answering the back door and taking the pile of bills and one slightly soggy jiffy bag off him. ‘Want a cup of coffee?’

      Dawson muttered to himself – he’d obviously had to come extremely early this morning, on his bicycle, in the pitch black, to catch the tide, and he really wasn’t happy about it. The post delivery tended to vary between six a.m. and two o’clock in the afternoon.

      ‘On the house?’ added Polly. She worried that if Dawson ever got too cold and miserable he’d simply stop coming altogether and throw all their post into the sea. Mind you, she thought, leafing through the usual pile of endless bills, some days that wouldn’t necessarily be the worst idea.

      Dawson muttered some more and retreated into the inky darkness. Polly shrugged and shut the back door.

      ‘It’s amazing how well I’ve integrated into the community after a mere two years here. Accepted everywhere.’

      Jayden sniffed. ‘Oh, Dawson’s always been like that. I was at school with him and he used to cry if they made him eat gravy. So we used to always give him our gravy, like. That seems wrong now, looking back on it, I suppose. We used to call him Ravy Davy Eat Your Gravy. Yeah, I think that might definitely have been wrong.’

      ‘Oh!’ said Polly, pulling out a letter from a plain brown envelope postmarked Mount Polbearne, which meant Dawson would have had to pick it up from the old-fashioned red pillar box on the town’s little main street, cart it over to Looe, then bring it all the way back out with him again. ‘Well, it’s funny you were talking about schools…’

      Jayden and his contemporaries – now in their mid-twenties – had been the last generation of children educated on Mount Polbearne, in the little schoolhouse on the lee of the island that was now used for village get-togethers and parties. The tables and wooden desks were still stored there, rather forlornly, and the old signs carved into the lintels on each side of the tiny building, marking the entrances for ‘BOYS’ and ‘GIRLS’, were still visible, even though, like everything else on the tiny island, they were gradually being eroded by time and tides and heavy weather.

      But here now was a letter from Samantha, who, despite only having a holiday home on Mount Polbearne with her husband, Henry, always liked to get her fingers into as many pies as possible. She’d also had a baby last year and had started making worrying noises about schools in London and nursery prices and children being too jaded and sophisticated in the big city (even though Polly and Kerensa had thought that being jaded and sophisticated was absolutely Samantha’s favourite thing). The letter was a typed circular, announcing a meeting to discuss the possibility of appealing to the council to reopen the village school, seeing as there were now upwards of a dozen children being bussed to the mainland every day – expensive – and lots more babies on the way.

      Jayden smiled when he saw it.

      ‘Ah, school was fun here,’ he said. ‘You know, except for Dawson, prob’ly.’

      ‘It would certainly improve the children’s attendance in the winter,’ said Polly, who had noticed how often they couldn’t go because of bad weather making the crossing too difficult.

      ‘Well go to the meeting then,’ said Jayden.

      ‘No way!’ said Polly, for whom the idea of giving up a winter’s evening wrapped round the fire and Huckle before falling asleep at 8.30 was sacrilege.

      ‘You should,’ said Jayden. ‘You’ll be having babies one day. One day soon, I reckon.’

      Polly glanced down at the fourth finger of her left hand – it was still awaiting the ring Huckle was having made for her, the seaweed engagement ring he had put there the previous summer not having proved as long-lasting as they hoped their union was going to be.

      ‘Hmm,’ she said, feeling a slightly familiar wobble of panic that came over her whenever she thought about the future.

      It was true, she wasn’t getting any younger. But she was so crazy busy holding both the businesses together, and she couldn’t possibly afford to employ someone else and take maternity leave. And that ridiculous lighthouse they’d thought was such a hilarious idea at the time… How on earth could she look after a child? How on earth did anybody do it? She had absolutely no idea. And Huckle would probably want to get married first, and truly, she had enough on her plate…

      Even though it was still almost pitch dark outside, the first customers were lining up expectantly. The older people still started work early, after lifetimes of toil at the very edge of the British Isles, and the fishing boats came in to hit the fish markets so that the restaurants and chippies could get the very best and freshest from the cold, salty water. In the summer, Polly would head out and watch the sun coming up and sit out in the dawn in a jumper, chatting with the fishermen. In deepest, darkest winter, they all simply had to charge in at the speed of light, closing the door behind them as quickly as possible.

      The old ladies bustled in with their dogs, and Archie, captain of the fishing boat Trochilus, turned up looking utterly freezing. There was a local saying that there was no such thing as bad weather, simply bad clothes, but all the fishermen had the best high-quality gear there was and even then it was a tough old life out there, particularly when sometimes you needed to use your stiff, freezing fingers to untie knots, or gut fish, or open the freezer compartment. Archie’s were mottled red and white and took a while to unfurl as Polly handed him his incredibly strong tea in the special mug she kept for him in the back kitchen.

      ‘Good catch?’ said Jayden, who used to work with Archie and had never got over how grateful he was not to have to do it any more.

      ‘Aye, not so bad,’ said Archie, head down, inhaling the steam from the tea. That, from Archie, meant things were definitely looking up.

      Old Mrs Corning, one of Polly’s regulars, marched up to the counter.

      ‘Where’s your calendar?’ she said, pointing with her walking stick. Brandy, her tiny dog, yapped as if to back her up.

      ‘My what?’ said Polly, confused.

      ‘Your Advent calendar! Advent starts today. Or weren’t you raised in a Christian society?’

      ‘I haven’t seen her at church,’ said another of the old ladies, who was busy chatting to Jayden.

      Polly rolled her eyes. She’d slightly hoped that everyone’s opinion on her comings and goings and what she did and didn’t do might have died down since she’d got engaged to Huckle, but if anything it appeared to have got worse. Polly had grown up in Exeter, quite a large city, and had found village living agreeable but certainly different.

      ‘Mattie and I get along very well,’ she pointed out. Mattie was the vicar who came over from the mainland every couple of weeks to hold a service. Polly tended to skip the service – in season she was working; out of season she was fast asleep – but Mattie often popped down for a coffee, since she and Polly were roughly the same age and had quite similar outlooks on things.

      Polly paused, and froze. No wonder she’d been so funny with Huckle this morning. No wonder.

      ‘Is it really the first of December today?’ she said.

      ‘Yes. First day of Advent. You know. To celebrate the birth of Our Lord, Christ the King. That’s what Christmas is supposed to be about.’ Mrs Corning, who was a kind old stick really but rather felt the world was running away from her – even in rural Cornwall – peered at Polly through her thick glasses. ‘Are you all right there, me lover?’

      Polly blinked. ‘Sorry. I didn’t realise the date. November was so grey and endless, it all felt as if it were sliding into one another… all the days…’ She wrung out her tea towel. ‘I’m not making sense. Sorry, Mrs Corning. Well. Anyway. It’s… it’s my dad’s birthday.’

      It didn’t feel right calling him that. He wasn’t her dad; dads were people who turned up.

      ‘Ah,’ said Mrs Corning, who lived in a world where almost all the men had died, and she and her small battalion of ladies, with their thin permed hair and their sensible beige BHS anoraks bought on irregular trips to Looe, stuck close to one another and looked out for each other and spent far longer discussing the ailments of their small dogs than they did looking back on the past, and their handsome sixties Teddy boys, back from their National Service, grinning over their John Players. ‘Has he been gone long?’

      ‘Oh yes,’ said Polly.

      Even then she didn’t want to tell the truth: that he’d never been there to leave in the first place. The only reason she knew his date of birth was because she’d written it on her passport application form. That had been literally all she’d ever had from him, according to her mother, apart from some basic maintenance. A ne’er-do-well. Someone whose presence wasn’t missed. You couldn’t miss what you’d never had, after all, her mother had pointed out to her.

      Polly wasn’t sure about that, not at all.
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      The cold of the day brought punters in in shedloads, relieved to get out of the wind and pick up some warm pecan and cinnamon buns. The hot chocolate stayed simmering in its pot, getting richer and thicker with every new cup that was poured, and the till dinged satisfyingly all morning.

      Huckle wandered down about three o’clock, as Polly swept up the mail ready to take back to the lighthouse. She would do her paperwork by the Aga as she tested out a new Christmas cake recipe, even though the idea that she was making different types of Christmas cakes had raised eyebrows throughout the village.
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