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By Lynne Shelby


Standalone


French Kissing


The Theatreland series


The One That I Want


There She Goes


The Summer of Taking Chances






About the Book


It’s been ten years since Emma Stevens last laid eyes on Jake Murray. When he left the small seaside village of South Quay to chase the limelight, Emma’s dreams left with him.


Now Emma is content living a quiet and uneventful life in South Quay. It’s far from the life she imagined, but at least her job at the local hotel has helped heal her broken heart.


But when Jake returns home for the summer to escape the spotlight, Emma’s feelings quickly come flooding back. There’s clearly a connection between them, but Jake has damaged her heart once already – will she ever be able to give him a second chance?









Chapter One


‘Such a glamorous life we actors lead,’ I said.


Richard stacked the last of the chairs against the wall. ‘I think we’re done,’ he said.


I took one final look around the hall. Satisfied that we’d removed all evidence of the South Quay Players’ rehearsal, and the Mother and Toddlers’ Group would have no cause for complaint when they arrived at the community centre the following morning – an unwashed coffee mug lurking in the kitchen sink had caused uproar only last week – I returned the brush and dustpan I’d used to sweep the floor to the broom cupboard.


‘Emma, before we go and join the rest of the cast,’ Richard said, ‘can I ask you something?’


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘What is it?’


Richard hesitated, and then he said, ‘Just between ourselves, what’s your honest opinion of the committee’s choice of play for the summer show?’


‘I think it’s great.’


‘You don’t think we’re being too ambitious?’


‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘Of course, as I’m playing the female lead, I may be biased.’ The Players might be a small amateur dramatics society who shared their rehearsal space with the Brownies, a Pilates class and the WI, but the thought that in just a few months’ time I’d be performing as Juliet, my favourite Shakespeare heroine, in front of a live audience made me smile – just as much, I felt sure, as if I was acting in a West End theatre.


‘You were good tonight,’ Richard said, ‘but you’re a naturally talented actress.’


‘Thanks. You weren’t too shabby yourself.’ Richard gave an exaggerated bow, reminding me of the time he’d played Dandini in Cinderella.


‘I think I did OK,’ he said, ‘but some of the cast are mangling every line. I can see us being called in for a lot of extra rehearsals this summer.’


‘I’m not saying it won’t be a challenge to get it right,’ I said, ‘but surely it’s good to stretch ourselves as actors?’


‘I think that rather depends on why you took up amateur dramatics,’ Richard said. ‘Why did you join the Players, Emma?’


I stared at him. Where is he going with this? I thought. ‘I love acting,’ I said. ‘I always have. When I was a teenager, the school play was the highlight of my year.’


‘I enjoy acting,’ Richard said, ‘but I can’t help thinking that it stops being enjoyable when the show is a disaster because half the cast aren’t up to it.’


‘It’ll all come together,’ I said, uncomfortable with the direction the conversation appeared to be heading. These were our friends Richard was talking about. ‘It always does.’


‘Well, we’ll see. At least I get to wave a sword about.’


‘I’m sure you’ll make a brilliant Tybalt.’


‘Not that it’s the role I wanted,’ Richard said.


So that’s what this is about, I thought.


‘Henry can’t have done a better audition than me,’ Richard went on, ‘but once again he gets the lead. Obviously his being the son of two committee members had nothing to do with it.’


‘That’s not fair to Henry,’ I said.


‘He was appalling tonight.’


‘He was a bit wooden,’ I said, ‘but he’ll be fine once he’s learnt his lines.’


‘If he learns his lines,’ Richard said. ‘Given his track record, I’m not holding my breath.’ He took the keys to the hall out of his jeans pocket. ‘Let’s lock up and get to the pub. I could do with a pint.’


Having no desire to continue the discussion – it wasn’t the first time Richard had criticised Henry’s acting, and I didn’t want to encourage the habit – I picked up my coat, followed him out of the hall, through the bar area, and out of the main entrance, then waited while he locked the door. When all was secure, we walked across the dark, empty car park, and along the high street to the Armada Inn.


‘I’ll get the drinks,’ Richard said, opening the door to the pub and gesturing for me to go in first. ‘Your usual?’


‘Please,’ I said. While he headed over to the bar to fetch my white wine and his lager, I looked around for the rest of the cast of Romeo and Juliet. Even this early in the season, the dearth of places to drink or eat out in South Quay ensured that that the Armada Inn, on this Wednesday night, was crowded with holidaymakers, who stared quizzically at the horse brasses on the walls or listened to the landlord’s much-repeated story of how the pub got its name, as well as the locals who drank there all year. Among the throng, I spotted the Players’ chairwoman, Pamela, and her husband Maurice – Henry’s parents – sitting at a large table along with other august members of the committee and George, our director. The older Players, those the committee cast in character parts, were as always gathered together in the snug, drinking gin and tonic and reminiscing about the shows they’d performed when they were young. Two forty-something couples who had young children were draining their wine glasses – one quick drink after rehearsal and then they had to hurry home to relieve the babysitter. And at the far end of the room, sitting in a booth, were Lizzie, my best friend since primary school, her boyfriend Noah (who was playing Mercutio), Henry, and Sofia, a newcomer to South Quay and the Players’ newest recruit.


Edging past the tightly packed tables, I slid into the booth next to Lizzie. A moment later, we were joined by Richard, who placed my white wine in front of me and sat down next to Sofia.


‘Did you see who just walked in?’ he said. Without waiting for an answer, he added, ‘Jake.’


‘Not Jake Murray?’ Lizzie said.


Henry raised his eyebrows. ‘Jake Murray’s back in South Quay?’


‘Do you know anyone else named Jake?’ Richard said.


To my disquiet, my stomach twisted into a knot. I picked up my glass, and gulped down a mouthful of wine.


Sofia looked from one of us to the other. ‘Are you talking about Jake Murray the actor?’


‘The very same,’ Richard said.


Sofia gasped. ‘Do you know him?’


‘He and I were in the same class in high school,’ Noah said. ‘Lizzie, Emma and Henry were in the year below. We all got to know each other through the school drama club.’


‘I can’t believe you know Jake Murray,’ Sofia said, half rising from her seat, her gaze travelling rapidly round the pub.


‘I was in the year above him,’ Richard said. ‘I never knew him that well.’


Sofia was no longer listening. ‘I see him,’ she said. ‘He’s buying a drink.’


As one, the others turned their heads towards the bar, and I found myself doing the same. I saw him immediately, a tall dark-haired man dressed in a leather jacket and black jeans, holding a bottle of beer, chatting easily with the barman, apparently oblivious to the sidelong glances he was attracting from most of the clientele in the pub. His shoulders were broader and his hair shorter than the last time I’d seen him in the Armada, but he was still extraordinarily good-looking – that much hadn’t changed. At that moment, he noticed me staring at him, and his mouth lifted in an achingly familiar smile. I managed to smile back, but my heart was thudding in my chest. I drank some more wine, replacing my glass on the table with a shaking hand. This is absurd, I thought. Jake Murray is nothing to me, and I’m certainly nothing to him. I clasped my hands together in my lap and told myself to get a grip.


‘Oh my goodness, he’s coming over,’ Sofia said.


I watched as Jake threaded his way across the room, stopping to exchange a few words with other people he’d have known when he lived in South Quay – the girl who was now the manager of the supermarket on the high street, the boy who’d become a garage mechanic, Sofia’s boss from the hairdressers – before coming to a halt by our table. Fighting a sudden impulse to leap out of my seat and flee, avoiding this encounter altogether, I forced myself to look directly into his grey-blue eyes.


He said, ‘Ill-met by moonlight, proud Titania.’


As if from a distance, I heard myself reply, ‘What, jealous Oberon! I have forsworn his company.’ My voice sounded more high-pitched than usual. I cleared my throat.


‘I think you missed out a line,’ Jake said.


‘I was fifteen when we did that play,’ I said.


‘I’m amazed you remember any of it,’ Henry said. ‘Hey, Jake.’


‘Hello, Jake,’ Lizzie said. ‘It’s been a while.’


‘It’s been ten years, Lizzie,’ Jake said. ‘It’s good to see you all.’


‘Good to see you too, mate,’ Noah said, his face breaking into a broad grin. He raised his pint glass, Jake clinked it with his bottled beer, and they both drank. Richard held out his hand, and Jake grasped it, before transferring the focus of his attention to Sofia.


‘Hi,’ he said. ‘I’m Jake Murray.’


Sofia gaped at him. ‘Oh – I know who you are. I—I’m Sofia. I’m so pleased to meet you. I love all your films. I’ve watched every series of Sherwood on TV.’


‘Thank you, Sofia,’ Jake said. ‘Good to hear.’ Sofia’s face flushed red.


‘So what brings you back to South Quay, Jake?’ Richard said. ‘How long are you here for?’


‘I’m not sure how long I’m staying—’ Jake broke off to take a vibrating phone out of the inside pocket of his jacket. He studied the screen. ‘Sorry, I need to take this. I’ll have to catch up with you guys another time.’ Bestowing a smile on everyone at the table, he retraced his route through the crowded pub, holding the phone to his ear – his progress again marked by the turning of heads and surreptitious glances – and went out into the night. I reached for my glass, but saw that it was empty. I didn’t recall finishing my wine.


‘That was unreal,’ Sofia said. ‘I knew Jake Murray was born in South Quay, but I never thought I’d get to meet him. I wish I’d asked him for his autograph.’ Sitting next to her, out of her line of sight, Richard rolled his eyes.


‘In a place the size of South Quay, you’re bound to run into him again,’ Henry said. ‘Ask him next time you see him.’


‘Do you think he’d mind?’ Sofia said.


‘What do you think, Emma?’ Henry said.


‘I’ve no idea,’ I said.


‘You know him better than the rest of us,’ Henry said.


‘Maybe I did once, but that was a long time ago.’


Sofia’s eyes widened, and she leant across the table towards me. ‘Emma, did you date Jake Murray when you were younger?’ she said, breathlessly. ‘Were you and he a couple?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘I was never his girlfriend. We were friends up until he went off to London to train as an actor, and then we lost touch.’


‘I have a vague memory of him coming home one Christmas,’ Noah said.


‘You’re right, he did,’ Lizzie said. ‘It was the Christmas break after his first term at drama school.’ To Sofia, she added, ‘The following year, Jake’s parents moved abroad, so he had no reason to visit South Quay. The only place any of us have seen him in the last ten years is on a laptop, a TV screen, or in the newspapers.’


‘I’d like to know what’s brought him back here now,’ Noah said.


‘Do you think he could be on location for his next movie?’ Sofia said.


‘I doubt it,’ Henry said. ‘If a film were being shot in South Quay, everyone would be talking about it.’


Further speculation about Jake Murray’s reappearance was interrupted by Richard asking if anyone wanted another drink.


‘Not for me,’ Lizzie said. ‘I can’t teach my class of six year olds tomorrow if I have a hangover. Ready to go, Noah?’


‘Your place or mine?’ Noah said.


‘Mine,’ Lizzie said. ‘Coming with us, Emma?’


I nodded, and got to my feet. ‘ ’Night all,’ I said. Accompanied by a chorus of ‘goodnights’ and assurances that we’d see the others at Romeo and Juliet’s next rehearsal if not before, the three of us donned our coats and trooped out of the pub.


It was cold outside after the heat and alcoholic fug of the Armada’s interior, cold enough that I was glad it took us only five minutes to walk from the high street to Lizzie’s cottage. To my surprise, as I hadn’t known that he had a key, it was Noah who unlocked the front door. Stooping in order to step over the threshold without bashing his forehead on the lintel, he went inside. Lizzie and I followed, ridding ourselves of our coats with some difficulty now that we were all standing together in the minuscule hallway.


‘Is it OK if I watch the footy highlights?’ Noah said.


‘Go right ahead,’ Lizzie said. ‘I’ll make us coffee.’ Noah vanished into the sitting room, and a moment later I heard the blare of televised football.


‘I won’t have a drink,’ I said to Lizzie, setting my foot on the stair. ‘I’ll go straight up.’


Lizzie put her hand on my arm. ‘Do you have a moment to talk?’


‘Of course,’ I said, following her into the kitchen and sitting at the table. Lizzie shut the door, filled the kettle, and took two mugs from the dresser, but instead of making coffee she sat down opposite me.


‘I have to ask,’ she said, ‘are you all right?’


‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ I said.


‘In a word – Jake.’


‘I’m all right,’ I said. I considered this statement, and decided it was true. It had thrown me, seeing Jake, even after all this time, but the moment had passed. ‘I admit it was a shock seeing him tonight, but only because I didn’t expect it.’


‘So you’re not going to be crying yourself to sleep?’


‘Not a chance.’ I’ve shed far too many tears over him already, I thought.


For a long moment, Lizzie regarded me in silence. Then she said, ‘Emma, I know how much he hurt you.’


I thought, You don’t know the half of it. Aloud, I said, ‘I had a crush on a boy, and he wasn’t interested. It’s hardly a Shakespearean tragedy.’


‘It was more than a crush,’ Lizzie said. ‘At least, as far as I remember.’


‘Whatever it was I felt for Jake Murray when we were teenagers,’ I said, ‘I was over him a very long time ago.’


‘You’re sure you’re OK?’


‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘Really I am. The kettle’s boiled, by the way.’


Lizzie jumped up out of her seat, located the coffee jar, and reached into the fridge for milk.


‘See you tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Goodnight, Lizzie.’ I left her spooning sugar into Noah’s mug – after dating him for four months, she had a pretty good idea of how he liked his late-night beverages – and went upstairs.


Considering it was almost midnight, my bedroom was surprisingly light. I went to the window, rested my hands on the sill, and looked out. The sky was clear and the moon was full. Ill-met by moonlight. A memory surfaced, the first time Jake had said those words to me . . .


I am fifteen, and I’m to play the role of Titania in my school’s production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Jake is playing Oberon. He and I are rehearsing our scenes on the beach, proclaiming our lines to an audience of indifferent seagulls.


‘Try it again,’ I say. ‘From the top.’ I like using theatrical language. Even when I’m not talking about the theatre.


‘Ill-met by moonlight, proud Titania.’


‘What, jealous Oberon!’ I say. ‘Fairies skip hence; I have forsworn his bed and his company.’


‘Tarry, rash wanton; am I not thy lord?’ he says. The surf is pounding against the shore, and our words are snatched away by the wind. Grey clouds are scudding across the sky.


‘Jake,’ I say, ‘there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.’ I take a deep breath. I haven’t revealed this to anyone else yet, not even my parents or Lizzie. ‘I’ve decided I want to go on with my acting after I leave school. I want to be a professional actress.’ I study his face for his reaction, half expecting him to laugh – he laughs at a lot of the things I say to him. Instead, his expression is solemn.


He says, ‘I’m glad you told me that, because I feel the same. Next year, I’m going to apply to drama school.’


‘Oh, Jake,’ I say, ‘that’s so great. Just think – we could end up training at the same place.’


Jake smiles. ‘Some day, both of us could be performing in the West End or on TV.’ He does laugh then, and so do I for the sheer excitement of all that lies ahead of us. He catches hold of my hands and spins me around, and we run down the beach to the edge of the sea. Both of us breathless, we stand looking out over the white breakers to the horizon.


Jake’s attention is caught by something lying on the sand. He reaches for it and holds it up to the light, and I see it is a piece of sea glass, blue and worn smooth by the waves.


‘It’s beautiful,’ I say.


‘If you like it, you can have it,’ he says, handing it to me. I bend my head to look at the glass more closely, and when I look up again, Jake’s eyes meet mine. In that instant, it comes to me that this good-looking boy, my friend who shares my love of the theatre, is about to kiss me. A shiver runs through me that has nothing to do with the cold wind blowing in from the sea.


He says, ‘It’s time I went. I’m going out tonight.’


‘Hot date?’ I say, keeping my tone light.


‘I may get lucky,’ he says with a wolfish grin. He turns and starts walking back up the beach. Still holding the glass, I walk beside him. I remind myself that we are friends. I wonder if whichever girl he’s seeing tonight would be jealous if she knew he’d spent the afternoon on the beach with me. Probably not, I think, as all we did was recite Shakespeare.


I ask myself what I’d have done if Jake had tried to kiss me, and realise I wouldn’t have pushed him away . . .


I gazed out of my bedroom window at the night sky. We were so young, I thought. Reminding myself that I was no longer the naïve teenage girl with stars in her eyes who’d fallen for Jake Murray, I drew the curtains, shutting out the moonlight.









Chapter Two


I surveyed my reflection in the full-length mirror on my wardrobe door. My new charcoal grey shift dress was a little severe – not the sort of dress I’d wear any place except work – but with a pair of high-heeled court shoes it did make me look thoroughly professional, I thought. I pinned on the badge that identified me as Emma Stevens, Events Assistant, and went downstairs.


In the kitchen, I found Noah, wearing the suit and tie demanded by his job at the bank in Teymouth, sitting at the table demolishing a bacon sandwich. Lizzie, also dressed for work in a blouse and skirt, her honey-blonde hair tied back in a ponytail, was stashing a pile of school exercise books in her bag.


‘Morning, Emma,’ Noah said. ‘I was just saying to Lizzie that we should invite Jake over here one night for a meal.’


My heart sank. I might no longer have any feelings for Jake – I’d be a very sad case if I was still carrying a torch for him after so many years – but that didn’t mean I was entirely comfortable with the prospect of spending an evening with him in Lizzie’s cottage, talking over old times. Then it occurred to me that if my friends wanted to welcome Jake back into the fold, there wasn’t much I could do about it. They’d also been his friends once.


‘Oh, why not?’ I said. Realising I was sounding distinctly unenthusiastic, I added, ‘Good idea. Maybe we could invite some other people as well. We could have a party.’ Less chance of my having to talk to Jake if there’s a crowd, I thought.


‘This cottage is too small for that,’ Lizzie said. ‘If we’re going to extend the invitation beyond the four of us, the only other person I’d want to invite is Henry. Unless there’s someone else you’d particularly like to invite, Emma?’


‘She’s means a guy,’ Noah said, with a grin. ‘Anyone you’ve got your eye on?’


‘None that I can think of right now,’ I said. A thought struck me. ‘Jake might want to bring someone. He might have someone staying with him.’


‘You mean a girlfriend?’ Lizzie said.


‘If he has one,’ I said.


‘He’s dating – what’s her name?’ Lizzie said. ‘She had a guest role in Sherwood playing Jake’s cousin.’


‘Leonie Fox,’ Noah said.


‘That’s her,’ Lizzie said. ‘I’ve seen photos of them on the internet.’


‘So it’ll either be supper for five,’ Noah said, ‘or six if Jake wants to bring his girl. I’ll cook, if you like.’


‘Now that’s a splendid idea,’ Lizzie said. ‘The evening’s looking up.’ She frowned. ‘Small problem. Jake’s back in South Quay, but we’ve no idea where he’s staying.’


‘Oh, one of us will come across him soon enough,’ Noah said. He checked his watch. ‘Shite – I’m running late.’ Pushing back his chair, he got to his feet. ‘See you, Emma.’


‘Bye, Noah,’ I said.


Lizzie followed Noah into the hall. I heard the murmur of their voices, a long silence, and then the opening and shutting of the front door. She came back into the kitchen.


‘I can’t understand why I never fancied Noah when we were younger,’ Lizzie said. ‘I always liked him, but only as a friend. Whereas now . . .’


‘Now, you can’t keep your hands off him?’ I said.


A smile flickered across Lizzie’s face. I thought of the number of Noah’s belongings that had made their way to the cottage from his parents’ house, where he still lived, and the amount of time he and Lizzie were spending together.


‘Lizzie, are you and Noah getting serious?’ I said.


Lizzie hesitated, and then she said, ‘I think – I think we could be heading that way, but it’s still early days. We’ve not been together as a couple very long.’


‘I noticed that he has a key to the cottage,’ I said.


‘Oh – I hope you don’t mind,’ Lizzie said. ‘I should have asked you before I gave it to him.’


‘If you want to give your boyfriend his own front door key, you don’t have to ask my permission,’ I said. ‘It’s your cottage.’


‘But it’s your home,’ Lizzie said.


‘I honestly don’t mind. It’d be different if you’d hooked up with a man who left wet towels on the bathroom floor or drank all the wine in the fridge, but Noah seems fairly well house-trained.’


‘He’s lovely,’ Lizzie said. She put on her raincoat, which had been hanging on the back of a chair, and picked up her bag. ‘About this invitation to Jake. Are you going to be OK with him coming here?’


‘Didn’t we talk about this last night?’


‘Yes,’ said Lizzie. ‘Yes, we did. Sorry. I should probably stop talking now and go to work.’


‘See you later, hun,’ I said.


Hoisting her bag onto her shoulder, Lizzie headed off to the red-brick primary school that she and I’d attended ourselves. Still having a few minutes before I needed to leave to catch my bus, I sat and drank my morning tea, my gaze travelling round the kitchen, taking in the old wooden dresser that Lizzie had so lovingly repaired and decorated with painted flowers, the earthenware jug she’d placed on the windowsill, filled with daffodils from her garden, and the blue and white curtains she’d made on the sewing machine her parents had given her for her seventeenth birthday.


When I was seventeen, I thought, I’d never have imagined that ten years later I’d still be living in South Quay, renting a room in Lizzie Flowerdew’s cottage. I drained my tea and sprang to my feet. I was not going to start raking over the past. I might not have the brilliant theatrical career I thought I was going to have when I was a teenager, but I had a good job, and amazing friends. My life, I thought, has turned out pretty well.


I found my bag, located my jacket in the hall, and went to work.









Chapter Three


‘So we’ll look forward to seeing you on Saturday,’ I said to the woman on the other end of the line.


‘It can’t come soon enough for me,’ the woman said. ‘It’s meant to be one of the best days of my life, but I can’t help thinking of all the things that could go wrong.’


‘It’s our job to make sure that everything happens exactly as you want it,’ I said. ‘All you need to do is enjoy a wonderful day that you and your guests will remember for ever.’


‘I just hope my cousin Harriet doesn’t get drunk,’ said the woman.


Me too, I thought. I could remember very few weddings at the Downland Hotel and Conference Centre where all of the guests had stayed stone-cold sober until the end of the evening reception.


‘The day will be perfect,’ I said.


‘That’s what I’ll keep telling myself! Anyway, I’ll see you Saturday morning at nine o’clock sharp. Goodbye until then.’


‘Goodbye,’ I said, as the woman ended the call.


Eve looked up from her computer. ‘Bride or groom?’


‘The bride’s mother,’ I said, ‘although the way she carries on, you’d think it was her wedding, not her daughter’s.’


Eve laughed. ‘When – if – my daughter gets married, I’m sure I’ll be the same.’ She turned back to her computer screen.


I looked through the emails in my inbox. None of them were so urgent that they couldn’t wait until tomorrow. I glanced at the clock on the wall. Already 5.25. It was hardly worth my starting on anything else now, but while Eve might be an amiable boss, she was a stickler for timekeeping. While the clock hands crept slowly round to 5.30, I kept my eyes on my screen.


‘I’m off home now,’ I said, finally. Eve nodded, distracted by whatever she was typing. I grabbed my coat and bag, and made my escape.


Taking a short cut out of the hotel through the bar, I found it full of men and women in suits, all talking loudly, and all necking their pre-dinner drinks as if alcohol was going out of fashion. If I’d had a working day like theirs, sitting through innumerable presentations and seminars, I suspected I’d be doing the same. Keeping my head down – I was off duty now – I skirted around them, and left the building. Walking as fast as I could in my high heels, I hurried along the long drive that led through the Downland’s grounds to the coast road, my bus stop, and freedom from demanding guests – at least until tomorrow.


Half an hour later, I’d arrived back in South Quay, and was queuing up in the supermarket, while the woman in front of me brought Carol, who was working on the till, up to date on the doings of her extended family. Eventually, she ran out of relatives to gossip about, paid for her shopping, and left.


‘Evening, Emma,’ Carol said, as she swiped my pint of milk. ‘You won’t believe who came in here earlier.’


‘Who?’


‘Jake Murray,’ Carol said. ‘He’s back in South Quay for the summer, so he told me. He bought a pizza.’


‘He has to eat something,’ I said, amused at the tone of awe in Carol’s voice – she’d seen Jake in the supermarket often enough when he was a boy.


‘Well, yes,’ Carol said, ‘but I wouldn’t have expected him to be doing his own shopping. Not now that he’s famous. Celebrities have people who do that sort of thing for them.’


The idea that Jake would employ someone to buy his groceries was, to me, unlikely, but not impossible. For all I knew of the

way he lived now, he could have any number of PAs and domestic staff.


‘He’s done so well,’ Carol continued. ‘I never thought he’d amount to very much. He was such a tearaway when he was younger.’


Before he discovered acting, I thought. I handed over the money for my milk, and Carol gave me my change.


‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Bye, now.’


‘See you, love.’


Outside, it was still light, and in contrast to the previous night, unusually warm for May. I strolled the rest of the way home and let myself in, discovering Lizzie sitting on the floor in the front room, surrounded by lengths of different-coloured fabric that she was cutting into long thin strips.


‘It’s for a weaving activity for my class,’ she said, seeing my questioning look.


‘Sounds fun.’ More fun than most of what I do at work, I thought.


‘I haven’t got any further with our invite to Jake, by the way. The return of our local-boy-made-good was the top goss in the staffroom, but no one I spoke to had any idea where he’s staying.’


‘I should’ve asked Carol if she knew when I called in at the supermarket,’ I said. ‘She was very excited to tell me he’d stopped by her till.’


‘Well, it’s not every day that you get to meet a star,’ Lizzie said. We both laughed.


Leaving Lizzie among the piles of wool and silk, I deposited my milk in the fridge, went up to my room, and changed out of my work dress into a shirt and jeans. My over-flowing laundry basket was glowering at me, but it seemed wrong to waste such an unseasonably warm evening indoors doing household chores, especially as I was fairly sure that the tide would be out far enough for a walk along the sand. Calling out to let Lizzie know where I was going, I left the cottage, turning out of Saltwater Lane onto the appropriately named Shore Road. Heading past the shops selling beach balls, sunblock, postcards and flip-flops, and through the car park – empty now of day-trippers’ cars – at the end of the road, I came to the stones at the top of the beach.


The expanse of sea in front of me was as still as a mill-pond, and the sun was sinking towards the horizon, streaking the sky with red and gold. Two teenage girls were sitting on the stones sharing a portion of chips, while a family, mother, father and two boys, were playing cricket on the strip of sand between the stones and the incoming tide, which had yet to reach the end of the breakwaters. I went down onto the sand and started walking westwards towards the headland, glancing up occasionally at the large houses, built in a variety of styles, which lined this part of the shore. Gradually, the houses became fewer and further between. I passed a woman walking a dog, and a fisherman in waders casting a line, and then, as I rounded a particularly high breakwater, I saw Jake Murray, standing on the water’s edge, with his back to me, throwing stones into the sea.


Meeting Jake alone like this, with no one else around to deflect any possible awkwardness between us, was not what I’d have chosen, but it seemed to me that darting back around the breakwater before he saw me was not a rational option. I started walking towards him.


‘Hey, Jake,’ I said. He spun around.


‘Emma,’ he said, his face breaking into a smile. ‘I was trying to skim stones, but I seem to have lost the knack.’ If he felt any disquiet at my accosting him on the beach, he gave no sign of it.


‘Want me to show you?’ I said. He passed me a flat round stone. I weighed it in my hand, turned sideways to the sea, and flicked my wrist to send the stone skimming across the glass-smooth surface. ‘You taught me how to do that.’


‘I remember.’ Jake copied my stance, but the stone he threw immediately sank. He sighed and turned his face towards the sea, and it felt natural for me to stand beside him, while the sun vanished below the horizon, and the daylight started to fade. The tide rose higher, reaching the end of the breakwaters. ‘It’s so good to see you again, Emma,’ he said.


I looked up at him, this attractive man in his late twenties, and despite the changes in him, the fine lines at the corners of his eyes, the dark shadow on his chin, I could still see the features of the boy I’d known. Suddenly, it seemed to me that standing here with him now, I was being offered a chance to renew a friendship that had been important to me, and I wanted to take it.


‘It’s good to see you again, too,’ I said.


We both fell silent, but after a moment, Jake said, ‘Have you eaten tonight?’


‘Not yet,’ I said.


‘Would you like to come back to my place and share a pizza? If there’s nowhere else you have to be.’


This was so unexpected that all I did was stare at him.


‘If you need to get home,’ Jake said, ‘if someone’s expecting you, maybe we can meet up some other time?’


Recovering myself, I said ‘No, I don’t have to hurry home. Yes, I’d like to come back to yours. Where are you staying?’


‘I’m renting the old Victorian pile just up there,’ Jake said, gesturing landwards.


Together we walked up the beach, our feet leaving a double set of footprints on the wet sand, and clambered up a steep slope of stones. Crossing over a narrow earth track – the only route along the shore when the tide was high – we came to a thick hedge that shielded Jake’s rented house from both the salt-laden wind off the sea and the curious gazes of passers-by. We went through a wooden gate that opened on to a stretch of lawn, and the house itself – one of several ornate holiday villas with balconies and verandas built in South Quay by well-to-do Victorians, and the last building before the village gave way to open farmland – came into view. Jake led me across the grass to the back door, which he unlocked, and we went inside.


‘Have a seat,’ he said, switching on a light to reveal a fitted kitchen – spacious, but, with its hideously patterned wall tiles, in dire need of renovation. In the centre of the room was a wooden refectory table, with benches either side. I sat, while Jake took a pizza out of the fridge, and put it in the oven.


‘I can only offer you red wine,’ he said, ‘but would you like a drink?’


‘Isn’t red wine compulsory with pizza?’


‘If only I could remember where my landlady keeps the glasses . . .’ After opening and shutting several cupboards, Jake found two tumblers, which he half-filled with wine. Sitting opposite me, he said, ‘I’ve not had time to find out where everything is yet. I only arrived yesterday.’


Recalling the proposed supper invitation, and Lizzie’s concern about numbers, I said, ‘Will Leonie Fox be joining you?’


Jake raised one eyebrow. ‘I’m guessing you haven’t read the tabloids this week, or you’d know that Leonie and I broke up.’


‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ I said, making a mental note to tell Lizzie that her information regarding Jake’s love life was out of date.


‘Yeah, me too.’ His mouth tightened. ‘It’s meant I’ve had the press doorstepping me all week. I decided to get away until they lost interest, and by chance, I saw this house up for rent on the internet and had a sudden impulse to take it for the summer. I don’t start shooting the next series of Sherwood until September, and I’ve told my agent I’m not accepting any other work for the next few months. I’ve some scripts to read through, but other than that, I’m on vacation.’


I get four weeks’ holiday a year, I thought, and he doesn’t need to work for months ?


‘What about you?’ Jake said. ‘Are you seeing anyone? You’re not wearing a ring, so I assume you’re not married or engaged?’ Evidently the subject of his break-up with Leonie was now closed.


‘Never got close,’ I said. ‘I’ve been in a relationship a few times in the last ten years, but right now I’m single.’


‘Still living in the parental abode?’ he said.


‘I have a room in Lizzie Flowerdew’s cottage,’ I said. ‘My rent helps her pay her mortgage.’


‘Lizzie owns a cottage?’


‘Her parents lent her money for a deposit when she moved back home after university. She’d trained as a teacher, there was a vacancy at South Quay Primary—’ I broke off as Jake got to his feet, found two plates and cutlery, took the pizza out of the oven, and served it. ‘Time hasn’t stood still in South Quay while you’ve been living in London, you know.’ It just seems that way, I thought.


Jake laughed. ‘Maybe not,’ he said, ‘but when I saw you, Lizzie, Noah, and Henry in the Armada last night, I felt like I’d stepped back into the past.’


‘Lizzie and Noah are a couple now,’ I said.


‘I’d never have seen that coming,’ said Jake.


‘I don’t think they did either,’ I said. ‘They hooked up after the pantomime, at the cast party.’


‘Whoa,’ Jake said. ‘Rewind. What pantomime?’


‘These days, we’re all members of the South Quay Players.’ I took a bite of pizza. ‘We do two plays a year, and a panto at Christmas. We’re in the middle of rehearsals for our summer production, Romeo and Juliet. I’m playing Juliet.’


‘Of course you are,’ Jake said. ‘You always had talent. I was surprised when you didn’t go to drama school.’


‘I wanted to,’ I said, ‘if you remember.’


‘Yeah, I know you didn’t get a place the first time you auditioned,’ Jake said. ‘I assumed you’d apply again the next year. A lot of people audition more than once.’


‘I did want to become an actress,’ I said, ‘but when I wasn’t able to go to the Royal College of Drama, I decided it wasn’t going to happen.’


‘You thought you weren’t good enough to be successful?’


‘I realised that I didn’t want an acting career badly enough to find out.’ I’m not lying to him, I thought. Not exactly.


‘So what did you do instead?’ Jake said. ‘Did you go to university like Lizzie?’


I shook my head. ‘The summer I left school, I saw an advert for an Events Assistant at the Downland Hotel. I applied, and got the job. I’ve been there ever since. Nearly ten years.’


Jake raised his eyebrows. ‘You must really like your work.’


‘I do enjoy some of it,’ I said. ‘When I see a newly wed couple take to the floor for their first dance and I know that I’ve helped to make their wedding day special, that’s wonderful. But there’s a lot of admin I’m not so keen on.’ I shrugged. ‘It’s OK. Not everyone gets to earn their living doing something they’re passionate about like you do.’


‘I wouldn’t act if I didn’t get well paid for it,’ Jake said. ‘I’d turn down a part if the money wasn’t right. That’s why I’ve stopped doing live theatre. I can earn so much more in TV or film.’


‘It’s not only about the money though, is it?’ I said. ‘The high you get from acting – there’s nothing like it.’


‘Acting’s just a job, Emma,’ Jake said. ‘I’ll admit it has its moments – when I know I’ve nailed a difficult piece of dialogue or when there’s really great chemistry between me and another actor – but they’re fewer than you might think. When I’m filming, my working day consists of long hours of tedium waiting to be called to set, interspersed with bursts of frantic activity. On my last feature, I had to do twenty-five takes of one scene because another actor kept forgetting his lines. I was on set until ten o’clock at night, and I had to be in make-up by six the next morning.’ He drained his wine, re-filled his glass, and topped up mine. ‘I’m successful, I make good money from acting, but it’s bloody hard work.’


I stared at him, remembering the boy who’d told me that he didn’t care about money or material possessions, that he knew acting was a precarious profession, but it was all he wanted to do.


‘I’m sure a lot of people would be glad to swap places with you,’ I said.


‘Yeah, what other job would give me the money and the lifestyle I have now?’ Jake said. ‘If I hadn’t gone to drama school, if I’d stayed living in South Quay, I’d most likely be working nine to five in an office in Teymouth, staring at a computer screen all day, and drinking my meagre wages every night in the Armada. Not that there’s anything wrong in living your whole life in a seaside village on the Sussex coast, but it was never going to be enough for me.’


There was a time, I thought, when I felt the same.


‘Can I offer you a coffee?’ Jake said.


I glanced at my watch. ‘Not for me, thanks. I should make a move. I have to be up early tomorrow.’ To catch the bus that will get me to my computer screen on time, I thought. ‘Before I go – Lizzie, Noah and I were wondering if you’d like to come to the cottage for a meal. We thought we’d invite Henry as well.’


‘Sounds good to me,’ Jake said.


I fished my phone out of my jeans. ‘Give me your mobile number, and I’ll call you to sort out a night when we’re all free.’


Jake hesitated. ‘I will give it to you,’ he said, eventually, ‘but can I ask you not to give it to anyone else without checking with me first? There are people who’d pay good money for my private phone number.’


‘OK.’ This was a part of his success as an actor that had never occurred to me.


He told me the number and I keyed it into my phone.


‘May I have yours?’ He got to his feet and retrieved his phone from a work counter. Once I’d rattled off the number for him to add to his contacts, he said, ‘If I really can’t tempt you to a coffee, I’ll walk you home.’


‘Thanks for the offer,’ I said, ‘but there’s no need.’


‘I can’t let you walk home alone late at night.’


‘I’ll be perfectly safe. We’re in South Quay, not the mean streets of the metropolis.’


‘Maybe so,’ Jake said, ‘but I wouldn’t feel right, so you’re going to have to put up with my company a little longer.’


Before I could make any further protest, he was opening the back door and stepping into the garden. I followed him outside, and we retraced our footsteps across the lawn and through the gate. The sea was high now, but still calm, and silvered with moonlight, and the night sky was scattered with stars.


‘I’d forgotten how beautiful the sea can be at night,’ Jake said.


‘I don’t think you took much notice of it when you lived here.’


‘You’re right about that,’ Jake said. ‘Back then, if I came down to the beach at night, it was to drink cider with my mates, not to admire the landscape.’ He smiled, and then he offered me his arm – not a gesture he’d ever have made when he was a teenager. I slid my arm through his. We walked to Lizzie’s cottage in a companionable silence.


‘This is where I live now,’ I said, as we arrived at the front gate.


‘I’ll say goodnight then,’ Jake said. I went through the gate into the tiny patch of garden that separated the cottage from the street. The gate swung shut, leaving Jake standing on the other side.


‘Goodnight,’ I said.


‘Parting is such sweet sorrow,’ Jake said, ‘that I shall say good night till it be morrow.’


‘Those are Juliet’s lines,’ I said.


‘I know,’ Jake said. ‘I played Romeo in my third year at drama school.’ Resting his hands on the gate, he added, ‘If we do meet again, why, we shall smile.’


‘If not,’ I said, ‘then this parting was well-made. I did Julius Caesar for English A level.’


Jake laughed. ‘I’m all out of quotes,’ he said. ‘Goodnight, Emma.’


He turned away, and headed off along Saltwater Lane. I watched him until he turned the corner into Shore Road and vanished from my sight, and then I let myself into the cottage. Creeping up the stairs so as not to wake Lizzie – or Noah, if he was there – and after a quick detour to the bathroom, I went to my bedroom, changed into an oversized T-shirt, and sat on the side of my bed. How different Jake’s life was from mine, I thought. How different my life might have been, if I’d gone to drama school . . .


My parents are both at work. My sister, Scarlet, has gone down to the beach with Nathan, her boyfriend. I am alone in the house, sitting at the dining table surrounded by books, trying to revise for my next A level exam, when I see the postman walk up the drive and put something through the letterbox. I stand up and go out into the hall. On the front mat, along with the usual junk mail, is a large white envelope. My stomach lurches. Somehow, I know this is the letter I’ve been waiting for, even before I read my name on the address label. I pick the envelope up, open it, and take out the sheet of paper inside. I read the letter twice. Then I go back into the dining room, and call Lizzie on my mobile.


‘I got my letter from the Royal College of Drama,’ I say, when she answers. ‘I didn’t get in.’


‘I don’t believe it,’ Lizzie says. ‘There must be some mistake.’


‘There’s no mistake,’ I say.


‘But – you said the audition went well.’


‘I was wrong,’ I say.


‘Oh, Emma,’ Lizzie says, ‘I’m so sorry.’ After a moment, she adds, ‘At least you can try again next year.’


‘Yes, there’s always next year, but I’m not even going to think about that ’til after the exams.’ I know that I can’t re-apply to RoCoDa. Not next year. Not ever. I say, ‘How’s your revision going?’


Lizzie groans. ‘I’ve still loads to get through.’


‘Me too,’ I say. ‘I wanted to tell you about the letter, but I really should get back to Julius Caesar.’


‘I haven’t even started on English yet,’ Lizzie says. ‘Listen, how about we meet up in the Armada on Friday night? There’s going to be a live band.’


‘I – I don’t know if I can,’ I say. ‘It depends how much revision I have left to do. I’ll text you.’ We end the call. I read the letter one more time. Then I rip it into shreds.


Tears sting my eyes. I’m seventeen, and my life is in ruins . . .


I sat on my bed and thought, I could have tried again, I could have auditioned for other drama schools. Except once I knew I wouldn’t be going to RoCoDa, I no longer wanted to become a professional actress.


At seventeen, all I’d wanted was Jake.









Chapter Four


I let myself into the cottage and kicked off the high heels I’d worn to the Downland. Lizzie had already left for school before I’d come downstairs that morning, but now, going into the living room, I found her sitting cross-legged on the two-seater sofa, her laptop open on her knees.


‘Are you working?’ I said, knowing that parents often contacted her by email in the evenings if they worked during school hours and couldn’t get to see her during the day.


‘Either that or posting a photo of me in a bikini on Henry’s boat,’ Lizzie said.


I sat down in the rocking chair. ‘I met Jake Murray on the beach yesterday,’ I said. ‘He’s renting that gothic Victorian edifice on the seafront. I rather put my foot in it, by asking him if his girlfriend would be joining him. He and Leonie Fox are no longer an item.’


‘Oh, no,’ Lizzie said. ‘Poor Jake. Is he very upset?’


‘I couldn’t really tell. He didn’t go into any detail about what happened.’ I pictured Jake as he’d been yesterday, saying very little about Leonie, which was entirely understandable, but relaxed and talking easily with me while we ate and drank wine. ‘He seemed OK,’ I said, ‘but I got the impression that he didn’t want to talk about her. I invited him to supper, by the way, and he said he’d come.’


‘Oh, that’s great,’ Lizzie said. ‘Did you arrange a date?’


‘What? With Jake? No, why would you think—’ Belatedly, I realised that Lizzie was still talking about the supper party. ‘No, we didn’t get that far,’ I said. ‘How about we make it Saturday week? My Saturday nights are pretty much taken up with wedding receptions after that for the rest of the summer, apart from the weekend of the summer show.’
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