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To the Romantic Novelists’ Association, which doesn’t look a day under 60.
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Prologue


People died in Port Trevan every week, and that was a well-known fact. Every time it happened, it was different from the last, and there was always a long list of suspects with complicated motivations. There was never a lot of gore, nothing to put anyone off their Sunday dinner, and the murders were always solved within an hour.


This was because the murders were only real until the Doctor Wenn Investigates director called “cut” and the corpses got up and walked away to have a sandwich and get their fake blood touched up. Molly quite often had lunch with them, and helped to make sure they didn’t get any food spillages on their costumes that would cause Wardrobe any problems.


But the corpse on the clifftop was not getting up and walking anywhere ever again. The blood was real, and the flies were real, and the cold, sick fear in Molly’s stomach as she looked up from the body and met her ex-boyfriend’s eyes was definitely real.


‘This,’ she said, ‘wasn’t in the script.’




Chapter One


‘Welcome to Port Trevan, the home of Doctor Wenn Investigates! I know you’re all great fans of the show and I am so looking forward to showing you some more of the town where I grew up.’


Murmurs of, ‘Ooh, lucky girl,’ came her way. Molly Higgins turned up the wattage on her smile with each one.


Port Trevan: a lovely place to visit for a day or even a week. Slightly less lovely to grow up in and really not much fun to be stuck in, especially when you were a Higgins. And Molly, as the town loved to remind her, was definitely a Higgins.


‘So lucky,’ she agreed brightly, and led the tourists down Fore Street past the café used for filming coffee and cake meetings between the good doctor and his wife. Molly had applied for a job there five summers in a row, and been turned down flat each time.


She pointed out the Old Schoolhouse Hotel, which doubled as the convent home of the saintly Sister Ursula, and where Molly occasionally cleaned rooms, which were always checked afterwards to make sure she hadn’t nicked anything.


Seagulls wheeled and shrieked overhead, and one darted low to frighten a woman taking a bite of a pasty.


‘You want to watch out for the gulls,’ Molly said. ‘They’ll eat anything. My grandfer used to say, if you ever wanted a body disposing of, just leave it out for the gulls.’


Of course, Grandfer had been a Higgins, so Molly didn’t want to think too closely about why he used to say that.


The town of Port Trevan clung mostly to the east side of the cove, narrow houses built of slate and painted stone jostling for slivers of sunlight. On a day like today, with the sun shining off the whitewash, making the sea sparkle aquamarine and the grass glow emerald, it was like being inside a picture postcard.


‘Out of date and everybody knows your business,’ Molly muttered to herself, and then turned to her tour group with a bright smile.


‘Now, across the cove you can see Doctor Wenn’s house – yes, that little one there with the red front door.’ Cameras clicked, smartphones held in the air. ‘It’s a private house, so we can’t go in—’


Mutters of disappointment greeted this, as if it was Molly’s own fault someone lived there.


‘—but from here you’ve got an excellent view, so why don’t we pause to take pictures for a moment.’


She turned away, letting the early September sun warm her face, as the group snapped fuzzy pictures of something they saw in HD on their TV screens every Sunday night.


Molly didn’t understand the tour groups, but they paid her, so she smiled and told them what they wanted to hear.


So what if a few of the anecdotes were a little bit embellished? So what if some of them were entirely made up? Everyone loved the story about Pete Attwater, the actor who played Doctor Wenn, being mistaken for a real doctor. It was based in truth, although she’d omitted the bit about the patient trying to sue him afterwards. A real doctor had come forward, everyone was fine, there was no point souring the whole story with unpleasant reality.


She sailed on past McGilly’s faded beach shop, which would – despite what Mrs McGilly thought – make such a lovely café, maybe with Doctor Wenn prints on the walls and themed cupcakes. And I could run my own business and not be beholden to meagre tourist tips, and I’d be the first Higgins to make a success of something without breaking the law…


‘And that’s the alley where Doctor Wenn saved a choking woman in series two.’ Molly pointed to the narrow street where she’d had her first kiss. ‘Up there is the cottage where Doctor Wenn’s mother-in-law came to stay,’ and where Mrs Lamplugh’s mastiff had terrified her as a child.


‘And down here we have Johnny Wenn’s cottage,’ she went on, gesturing to the grey front door of the house where Doctor Wenn’s bad-boy brother could sometimes be seen fixing his motorbike. T-shirt sleeves rolled up, muscles gleaming, a sexy smudge of dirt on his cheek.


Molly had never been in there. She had no memories, good or bad, of this cottage. Johnny Wenn was a fictional character.


If only Conor Blackstone was.


She’d have to work on being breezy and nonchalant when she met him. Maybe pretend she couldn’t even remember him. No, that was probably a bad look. Just breeziness was perhaps the best look. Breezy as a Port Trevan summer. She’d moved on.


‘Moved on. I am moving on,’ she muttered to herself.


‘Sorry, dear?’


Molly turned on her smile and raised her voice. ‘Moving on—’


But no one wanted to continue down the street. They all wanted to stop and take pictures and peer in the windows and see if Conor was in residence.


Conor Blackstone, who played Johnny Wenn. Conor Blackstone, who was the main reason the show had any female fans under fifty. Conor Blackstone, with his dark blue eyes and pirate smile and extremely attractive biceps.


Conor Blackstone, who had told Molly he’d be leaving Doctor Wenn after the last series, so she’d gone ahead and talked herself into a job on the set this year, only to be told he was damn well coming back and now she’d have to face him, after all they’d said and done last summer—


‘Is he nice?’ asked a woman in a pink anorak. ‘Conor Blackstone?’


Molly pulled herself together. Conor was a lot of things – smart, talented, and very good in bed – but nice probably wasn’t one of them. He was far too sexy to be nice.


Nice boys don’t break girls’ hearts.


‘He’s great,’ she said, with a smile that made her face hurt. ‘Everyone on the cast is great. Now, let’s go and see the tearooms…’


After a five-hour drive with a bored lurcher, Port Trevan looked even more spectacular than Conor remembered it.


He parked outside Hill House, stretched out his muscles, and gazed over the cliffs to the harbour and the town beyond. No wonder Doctor Wenn Investigates was so popular. The location itself was more beautiful than any film star.


He glanced fondly at the cottage he usually rented, allowing himself to indulge, as always, in the fantasy that he actually lived there. That when the shoot was over he wouldn’t be going back to London, but staying here with Demelza, and maybe his sister would find a job nearby, and maybe Molly—


No. Not Molly. Molly had made it painfully clear he didn’t belong here, and he was relieved she’d gone back to Exeter last summer. Yes. Relieved.


Demelza ran up to the house, then back to him, then over to the wall bordering the cliff, peed on the road, and galloped back to stand thumping her tail hopefully against his legs.


‘Let me guess,’ Conor said, scratching between her hairy ears. ‘Walk?’


Her tail sped up, thwacking against his thigh. The shelter had assured him she was a lurcher, but she appeared to Conor to be a cross between a giraffe and Bigfoot.


Conor grabbed her lead and checked the time. As if you know what time the tide’ll be out, Conor Blackstone. There was a path nearby leading directly down over the cliffs to the cove, but only when the tide was out. When it was in, there was no beach to walk on.


‘Let’s have a walk down and see if there’s a tide table outside the Fishermen’s Collective,’ he said to Demelza. ‘And if there isn’t, we can have a beer and enjoy the view before it all gets filled up with cameras and lighting rigs.’


He breathed in the air as she tugged him eagerly down the hill to the harbour. Salt, and mown grass, and the faint unmistakeable tang of rotten seaweed.


The Fishermen’s Collective sat right on the Platt, the small apron of stone jutting out next to the slipway. And yes, there in a glass-fronted case was a tide table. He angled his phone to take a picture for reference, Demelza tugging at the lead looped over his arm.


‘You know, there’s an app for that,’ said a voice behind Conor, and dread walked its way down his spine.


No, it couldn’t be. She’d said she was only here for the summer last year.


When he’d considered the possibility that Molly might be back this year – briefly, please God – he’d imagined he’d play it cool and aloof and possibly pretend not to recognise her. He didn’t imagine that his dog would be so eager to see her that she’d nearly trip him up and almost cost him his smartphone.


Smooth, Blackstone, smooth.


Righting both phone and dog, he took a breath and looked up.


Red hair, long legs, freckles. Oh, hell.


‘Molly,’ he said, and she gave him a smile he could best describe as nonchalant.


‘Conor. What a crazy random happenstance,’ she said flatly.


Come on, Blackstone, you’re an actor. Act cool. He narrowed his eyes. ‘What are you doing here?’


She looked with exaggerated care around the street: the Fishermen’s Collective, the B&B overlooking the harbour, the sandy beach littered with seaweed and dead crabs.


‘I live here,’ she said, as if he was stupid.


‘No you don’t,’ he said, as if he was.


He wouldn’t have pushed his agent so hard to get him in the fourth series of Doctor Wenn if he’d known Molly was going to be here again.


Fear rose in him. Christ, don’t say she’d actually moved here. She’d only been here for a couple of weeks last summer. That was what she’d said. Just visiting her family. She lived in Exeter or somewhere. Couldn’t wait to escape back there.


Conor could never understand why Molly was so desperate to get away from this place. It seemed like paradise to him, but she’d always been hell-bent on leaving.


‘Well, not here,’ she agreed, spreading her hands. ‘But I do live in Port Trevan.’ She muttered something that sounded like, For my sins.


He swallowed. ‘You’re not just visiting?’ he tried, hopeful as Demelza.


‘Nope. Liked it so much I decided to stay,’ Molly said unconvincingly. ‘Hello, Demelza. Hello, my beauty,’ she added with a smile that was only for the dog.


A sucker for anyone who gave her attention, Demelza nuzzled at Molly like a long-lost friend.


As well she might. Demelza had curled at the bottom of his bed on more than one occasion when it had been occupied by Molly. Molly, with her freckles that didn’t stop at the neckline of her T-shirt, and her fiery hair, and her skin that smelled just right—


No, she can’t have moved back here, she can’t, this is a disaster…


‘But,’ Conor began, only to be interrupted by a shout from the beach.


‘I can’t see you, Molly!’


‘Good!’ she yelled back. To Conor, she added casually, ‘Georgia just needed to check some lines of sight. Aren’t you going to let this poor hound off the lead? She looks like she’s desperate for a run.’


Bloody Molly, always wrong-footing him. It had annoyed him last summer, how she always seemed to know everything about everyone and everything, totally at home in this perfect, idyllic place where the locals treated him as an Incomer, someone to be suspicious of.


And here she was, cool as anything, apparently utterly unfazed by meeting him a week before filming. She must have known he was going to be here. She must have expected him, especially if she was working for—


‘Wait, did you say Georgia? Georgia Willis?’ She’d been an assistant producer the last couple of years. ‘Are you working for her?’


Molly shrugged carelessly, and brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. ‘Yeah. She needed a local fixer, and I speak the language.’ That was evidently meant to be a joke. Conor didn’t laugh.


Great. Not just here, but working on the shoot. He was going to be totally unable to avoid her.


‘Come on, Melze,’ Molly said to the dog, who strained towards her. ‘Fancy a run on the beach? Yes you do! Oh yes you do.’


Tugged by Demelza, Conor helplessly followed Molly down to the beach, where indeed the Doctor Wenn assistant producer stood tapping at an iPad and trying to shove the hair out of her eyes at the same time.


‘Look what the cat dragged in,’ said Molly drily, and Georgia looked up, squinting over her glasses.


‘Conor! You’re early.’ She darted forward and hugged him, nearly clonking him with her iPad.


He shrugged, awkward now Molly was watching him. ‘Wanted to settle in. Make sure Demelza was…’ He waved a hand as he unclipped her lead and she shot off like a bullet from a gun.


For a moment the three of them watched the dog run, so fast her legs were simply a blur. She pinged from one rocky side of the natural harbour to the other, splashed into the sea, bounded up onto the causeway leading out to the harbour wall, and leapt into a large rock pool.


‘She’ll sleep tonight,’ observed Georgia.


‘Nothing tires that dog out enough to make her sleep through the night,’ said Molly, and her cheeks went red as she realised what she’d let slip. ‘I mean, I guess,’ she added quickly, and Conor hid a smile. Could it be that Molly wasn’t as cool about last year as she was pretending to be?


But Georgia was paying attention to her iPad, and didn’t seem to have noticed. ‘Have you met Molly?’ Thank God: she was a great producer, but a terrible gossip.


Molly raised an eyebrow at him.


‘We…ah, I think you were here last year?’ Conor said, trying to mirror Molly’s earlier nonchalance.


‘I grew up here,’ she said, the little witch.


‘Right, but I thought you were just visiting or something.’


‘I was. Then I decided to stay. You said you wouldn’t be back. You said you’d got something better lined up.’ Conor shot her mental daggers.


He had. Well, last year he’d thought he had. He’d been trying to get the spin-off going for months. Lila – who would be the star – was on board. The writers were interested. But the production company thought it would draw too much attention from Doctor Wenn – and, Conor surmised, the good doctor himself didn’t want to lose his star vehicle.


But he’d let his guard down last year, and tried to impress Molly with his job prospects. And now look. The production company were fed up with him asking, and kept trying to cut his lines, and it was only because his agent was a pit bull he’d got any screen time at all this season.


And Molly had dumped him anyway.


‘Are you?’ said Georgia, eyes bright. Inquisitive little squirrel. ‘Leaving?’


‘No.’ He said it too quickly. ‘No, I – I mean there’s some… There was talk of a…’ He couldn’t tell her about Miss Lawrence Investigates. Not when it seemed to be going nowhere.


The last thing he needed was Molly Higgins thinking he was a failure. A man had pride, for God’s sake.


‘Uh, I might be off to America soon,’ he amended casually, because he had filmed an audition for some superhero thing a while back. He hadn’t a cat in hell’s chance of getting it, but it wasn’t a total lie. ‘Nothing carved in stone yet, just something I’m working on. But you didn’t hear anything about it,’ he warned, ‘so if anyone says anything…’


‘I shall be amazed and astonished,’ Molly promised, her eyes dancing. They were like Demelza’s coat, Molly’s eyes. A different shade every time he looked at them.


And speaking of Demelza…


The tide was evidently coming in, because the causeway she’d run along was starting to look distinctly damp. Another centimetre or two and it would be covered, and whilst Melze wouldn’t mind getting her paws wet he didn’t want her to have to swim against the tide if it came in any more.


He made his excuses to go and rescue his dog, and felt Molly’s eyes on him the whole way.


Miss Lawrence Investigates had been his idea, and he’d made the mistake of telling RMC Productions that if they made it, he’d be leaving Doctor Wenn. After three seasons, he kind of felt Doctor Wenn had settled into a rut, and whilst it was steady work, it was boring. The direction he and Lila had planned for Miss Lawrence Investigates – Jamaican secretary in 1960s Cornwall, fighting crimes and injustice alongside her possible love interest, bad-boy biker Johnny Wenn – was so much more exciting and relevant.


RMC Productions had gone into a panic about losing two of their stars, and reminded Conor that his contract was up for renewal, whilst Lila still had another year on hers. His agent, Julia, had fought tooth and nail to get him in this series, and he was haemorrhaging screen time every time he looked at the script.


He found Demelza splashing around in the shallow rock pools between the manmade causeway and the high cliffs that held up the east side of town. He clicked his tongue at her, and she reluctantly splashed over to him, slow enough that he could clip her lead back onto her collar.


On the other side of the rock pool was a tiny beach, leading off into a crack in the cliffside. Conor stood for a bit, peering into the darkness, wondering how far back the cave went. Bet Molly knows. Molly knew everything about this place.


‘Is that it?’ said Georgia behind him, and Conor narrowly avoided swearing at her.


‘That’s what they say,’ said Molly, and he turned to see the two women there, gazing past him into the darkness. Georgia had on expensive designer wellies clearly bought specially for this shoot. Molly’s looked like they came from Primark.


‘Is that what?’ Conor said, because apparently he was incapable of speaking normally around Molly any more.


‘The pirate’s cave!’ said Georgia.


‘Smugglers,’ Molly corrected. ‘They’d bring the goods up here in the dead of night, so the Revenue couldn’t see them—’


‘Miraculously avoiding all the rocks at the harbour entrance,’ Conor murmured.


‘They had harbour lights,’ Molly said, as if he was simple.


‘Which the Revenue couldn’t see?’


‘Conor,’ admonished Georgia.


‘As I was saying, they’d bring the goods up here, and store them in the cave. And then there was a trapdoor cut into the roof of the cave, and a passage leading up to the pub cellar—’ she pointed, and they all looked at the Blue Dolphin, higher up the cliff ‘—so they could take things up there without anyone seeing.’


‘And the Revenue never checked the cellar?’


‘Well, yeah, but the stuff was already there.’


‘They didn’t see it coming in,’ Georgia added, as if this made all the difference.


Conor rolled his eyes, and started back for the beach. ‘There are so many holes in that story,’ he said.


‘Doesn’t make it any less true.’ Molly nudged him as she walked alongside, her elbow in its sleeve and his ribs in his jacket and far too much electricity arcing through both. ‘Come on, Conor. Would it hurt you to have a little faith in me?’


Conor looked away from her, his gaze coming to rest on his cottage overlooking the cove. ‘It did last time,’ he said.


‘So,’ said Georgia, at about the point Molly was sure she’d got away with it, ‘what was that all about?’


The terrible thing about being a redhead was how easily a blush showed. Molly willed her cheeks not to go red as she said, ‘What was what about?’


Georgia gave her a sly look. ‘You and Conor.’


Molly stared blindly at Carson’s Tearooms – a key location for chats between Doctor Wenn and his wife and one she always pointed out on her tours – and willed an answer to come into her head. Usually she was good at making stuff up. ‘I don’t know what you mean. I just saw him there on the road.’


‘Right,’ said Georgia, drawing the word out sarcastically. ‘There’s something going on there, Molly Higgins.’


Molly ran a few potential excuses through her head at lightning speed. This was an upside of being a Higgins: excuses came quickly. The blood of her smuggler ancestors came to her aid. ‘You know what,’ she said, ‘I just saw that historical thing he did on TV a few years ago, the one where he kept getting his kit off, and when I actually saw him in the flesh it was like, super awkward, you know?’


This wasn’t a total lie. Conor had sexed up more than one period drama over the years. But Molly didn’t need to watch TV to know what he looked like naked. The living memory of it was seared into her permanent collection.


‘Come on, Molly. You can tell me.’ Georgia linked her arm through Molly’s in a chummy kind of way. ‘You’re not the reason Conor was in such a weird mood last year, are you?’


Molly liked Georgia. She was smart and hard-working, and she’d given Molly a chance on the crew, but she loved to gossip. Her curly-haired head was full of everyone else’s secrets.


‘I was barely here last year,’ Molly said, and like the best lies, this one was also true. ‘I lived in Exeter. Just came back to see my family.’


‘Oh.’ Georgia looked disappointed. ‘Don’t suppose the local grapevine knows, does it? He was definitely seeing someone. He was all cheerful for a few weeks, and then bam, super-sulky. I’ve thought over half the cast, but I can’t work out who it was.’


‘No idea,’ said Molly breezily, and added with bitter truth, ‘I hardly know him.’


She walked with Georgia up Fore Street, and left her with the TV people discussing camera angles. It was faster to make her way up to the Top Road by herself – Molly was used to the ridiculously steep Port Trevan streets, and could make pretty good time if she wasn’t keeping pace with someone who had to stop every few minutes to admire the view whilst catching their breath.


She popped into Port Trevan Holiday Cottages and filled in her timesheet, deflecting questions from the office manager about “that handsome Conor Blackstone” who was back in town, and managing to keep her opinions to herself, just like she had since she first set eyes on him last year. She’d clean his cottage when he was out at work, and she’d ignore him if their paths crossed when she was working for Georgia, and…and that was it. No more. He was someone doing a job, and so was she.


His deep sexy voice and tousled sexy hair and flashing sexy eyes were of no interest to her whatsoever.


She heard the hiss of air brakes outside and glanced at her watch in relief. ‘That’ll be Grace. I’ll see you tomorrow.’


She left the office, crossing the small parking area to the Top Road where the school bus was letting off passengers.


She was lucky they’d got Grace onto the school bus scheme. Sure, it took an hour for her to get home, because everywhere in North Cornwall took twice as long as it ought to, but Molly had sold the car and the public bus system in the area wasn’t even worth considering.


She waved as the school bus pulled away and her little sister was revealed on the opposite pavement. Hair escaping its plait, glasses smudged, skirt wonky. Standing a little apart from the other kids.


Crossing, Molly arrived just in time to hear a whispered, ‘And you know what they say,’ and pasted on a bright smile to distract Grace.


‘Gracie! Had a good day?’


From her sister’s strained smile it was clear she was lying when she said, ‘Yeah, fine. Are you done with work?’


‘For now,’ said Molly. She checked her watch. She’d been unable to get any shifts at the pub out of Sam until the weekend, but she was up early tomorrow to help Georgia persuade old Derek Temple to lend them his Mark I Land Rover for the shoot. The Temples had fished the Port Trevan area for generations. Molly had been to school with several of them, and she had high hopes that some shared history might override her Higginsness. That, and a low-cut T-shirt.


She yawned reflexively. Late nights and early mornings. Her body clock didn’t know what it was doing.


They started back towards the house at Grace’s slow pace. Molly heard some kids sniggering and whipped her head around to glare at them, but every face she saw was blank.


Don’t engage with them, her mum used to say when people whispered about Molly being one of Those Higginses. Ignore them. Rise above it. Because all they wanted was for you to react, to lash out, and then they could say you started the fight and your reputation would be the one that suffered.


Molly had spent her life rising above it, and her dreams beating the ever-loving daylights out of the kids who just damn well got away with it. She was filled with equal parts rage and heartbreak that Grace had to go through the same thing.


‘So, what’s it like being in Year Six?’ she asked now. ‘Is it fun ruling the school?’


Grace gave her a scornful look. ‘I am so ready to leave that place,’ she said, far too adult for a ten-year-old.


‘Yeah, well, less than a year and you’ll be out,’ Molly promised her. ‘Whole fresh new start.’


‘With all the same kids,’ Grace reminded her glumly.


‘And a whole load of new ones! They’ll sort you into new classes. You won’t have to put up with most of those losers.’


Grace just shrugged, and Molly’s heart broke a bit. Who were these kids making her little sister’s life a misery? How dare they? How could they look at Grace and see anything other than a gorgeous, kind, funny, smart girl?


They’re just jealous. It was what she’d said to Tansy all those years ago, when her older sister had come home in a rage because some cowbag in the Lower Sixth had made fun of her hair. And Tansy had flown off the handle and screamed at her—


Well, that was just what Tansy did. Molly wondered who she was screaming at now.


They turned the corner into Bluebell Terrace. Home, with its rows of featureless rectangular blocks half a world away from the charming higgledy cottages five minutes down the hill.


Molly’s grandparents had been to relieved to sell their dark, damp cottage down on Endellion Street back in the sixties. Of course, Grandfer was a Higgins, always out for a fast buck. He thought it was a brilliant wheeze, swapping that ’orrible little hole for a brand-new shiny house with double glazing and electricity in every room.


Molly didn’t need to look in the estate agent’s window to know the house Grandfer had been so pleased with was now worth less than a third of the one they’d sold.


Sometimes, she detoured along Endellion Street, just to see the rows of expensive Hunter wellies and bodyboards propped up outside Grandfer’s old cottage, the discreet sticker in the window with a five-star tourist rating, the satellite dish tucked away around the side. The people who stayed there had pedigree Labradors and pedigree children and pedigree trust funds.


Somebody was making a mint out of that old cottage now, and it wasn’t a Higgins.


She walked up the cracked concrete path to number 6, Bluebell Terrace, eyed the pebbledash disparagingly, and let herself and Grace in the side door.


There was no sign of her mother, but there was a pair of knickers on the kitchen floor. Swearing under her breath, Molly picked them up. They weren’t hers, or her mother’s, or Grace’s. They were stout and sensible, and they were, thank God, clean.


‘Piran, you thieving little tuss,’ she muttered. Of course she’d ended up with a Higgins of a cat.


‘Molly, that’s a bad word,’ chided Grace.


‘It’s just a word,’ said Molly.


‘My teacher said it meant a boy’s private bits,’ Grace giggled.


‘It means lots of things,’ Molly said, hoping like hell her sister wasn’t going to take up that word and start using it all the time. Sighing, she went to put the knickers in the lost and found box on the front wall. Then she chopped veg for dinner because she had time to, for once, and nagged at Grace to do her homework instead of watching Flog It! on telly.


Mum made an appearance halfway through Pointless. ‘Oh, hello, loves, didn’t hear you come in.’


She had pillow creases on her face. Molly had already been around to all the usual hiding places and emptied out half a glass of warm white wine down the sink. Tomorrow, she’d take a load of empties down the bottle bank in the New Car Park, where nobody would know her, so the recycling crate outside the front door wouldn’t be too full of whatever the Co-Op had on special offer this week.


Sometimes, she wondered who the hell she was fooling.


‘I heard that gorgeous Conrad Thingummy is back in town for the filming.’ Mum made exaggerated faces of excitement at Molly, who feigned ignorance even as her pulse leapt.


‘Who?’


‘You know! Him with the face.’


Molly decapitated a carrot. ‘Most people have faces, Mum.’


‘Mol-ly. You know what I mean. The one from the TV show. The brother. With the sexy voice.’


Molly knew exactly who she meant. And she was pretty sure her mum knew Conor’s name, too. Or she might do, if she wasn’t pickling herself.


She affected nonchalance, because her mother didn’t know Molly had spent half last summer in Conor’s bed. ‘D’you mean Conor? Conor Blackstone?’


‘That’s the one!’


The one with the sexy voice. Dammit, yes, that was Conor. A rich, deep baritone, like the darkest of chocolate, that had got him quite a lot of narration gigs and quite a lot of fans.


And me. It got me.


‘I don’t get the fuss,’ said Grace. ‘Mia Bonney and Keara Grey think he’s well fit, but he’s all, like, so sulky.’


Molly hid a smile. Mia Bonney and Keara Grey were little madams who had iPhones and wore lip gloss to school, and Molly hoped to God her sister didn’t give up on her own childhood so easily.


She looked over at Grace, curly hair falling in her eyes, round face a riot of freckles, glasses eternally smudged, and a wash of love swept over her. Oh, Gracie, please don’t grow up too fast.


‘Any movement on the Christmas special?’ Conor asked, more in hope than expectation.


‘Not so far, darling. I don’t want to push when they’re in such a funk.’


He threw the tennis ball for Demelza, who raced off into the surf for it. ‘Funk?’


Julia sighed. She was a good agent, tenacious and charming by turns, but now Conor had gone and annoyed the producers by suggesting a spin-off, and even Julia couldn’t talk him back into their good books.


‘Something’s annoying them. Not just your spin-off. Keep your ear to the ground, will you? I have another client looking for a part on the show, and I don’t want to offer it if everything is going south.’


‘Nothing’s going south,’ Conor said, alarmed. He was sure he’d have heard. Lila still had a year on her contract, and she’d have told him if the show wasn’t renewing.


‘It might just be unrest,’ Julia said. ‘Did you hear about Donna?’


Donna Eason played Doctor Wenn’s sensible and kindly schoolteacher wife. A stalwart of the TV schedules, a steady pair of hands, and a mean poker player. ‘What about her?’


‘Rumours she’s leaving her husband.’


‘Oh,’ said Conor, as Demelza ran back up and dropped the ball at his feet hopefully. ‘I knew that. Everyone knows that.’ Last year, filming had been beset by loud, storming rows over the phone and occasionally in person. This year, Donna seemed marvellously calm, and also seemed to have lost a stone and gained a facelift.


‘Yes, but no one knows who she’s leaving him for. More to the point, if he can prove adultery, he can take her to the cleaners in the divorce.’


‘Maybe she’s not leaving him for anyone,’ said Conor, feinting with the ball.


‘You old romantic. Tenner says she is.’


‘No bet,’ said Conor.


‘Hah. Tell you what, who’s that girl with the curly hair on the set?’


Curly hair. Freckles. A stubborn chin. Conor dropped the tennis ball, and Demelza gave him a look that said he could do better.


‘Molly?’ he croaked.


‘Who? No. Georgia. She knows everything. Ask her about Donna, will you?’


‘Get me on the Christmas special, will you?’ Conor returned.


‘I’ll try my best. Now, stay in shape, don’t let them give you a terrible haircut, and don’t shag anyone you shouldn’t, all right?’


Conor picked up the tennis ball, and lobbed it in the direction of the sea, which was the same colour as Molly’s eyes again. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I won’t.’


By Friday of that week, most of the major players were in town for filming, and the pub was overrun with requests for fancy gins and locals complaining about said fancy gins.


Molly just gave Sam an I-told-you-so look. He’d been reluctant to order in the fancy gins, but last year they’d sold so well she’d been proved right.


Sam had to make an emergency run to the Co-Op for more bottles of posh tonic water, whilst Molly and the other bar staff held down the fort and pretended to know if the food was organic or not.


‘The mackerel is so organic it was still swimming in the bay this morning,’ Molly told Sheila Goodman, who played the saintly Sister Ursula on the show, but spent most of her off-duty hours on the pub balcony with a gin and a cigarette. ‘It’s caught on day boats right from this harbour. Family business. Most of the boats out there are owned by families who’ve been fishing from Port Trevan for centuries.’


‘Right, and the tuna?’


Molly blinked, but she appeared to be serious. She thought everyone knew tuna was only fished in the Pacific. ‘Oh, that comes from up Newquay way,’ she said breezily. ‘Somewhere where they do surfing anyway. Excuse me, yes, another rhubarb gin?’


The place was manic tonight, and she didn’t have much time to think beyond the next task to be done. Georgia waved at her, Conor ignored her, and the key grip spent precisely the wrong amount of time looking at her breasts. Pete Attwater was full of bonhomie, making a very good pretence of remembering everyone from last year. Donna Eason sat in a corner with Sheila Goodman, drinking expensive gin and laughing throatily at the young men.


Thank God Conor was keeping out of her way. Molly had certain memories of him and this pub and she didn’t really need reminders of them right now. Or any time.


By the time the main crush had died down, Molly had calluses on her fingers from opening so many damned bottles of tonic water. Sam leaned against the bar beside her and rolled his eyes.


Sam Evans was one of the few kids at school who hadn’t been put off by the terrible reputation of the Higginses. Molly figured this was because Sam was secretly a Golden Retriever, and it was essentially his life’s mission to like and be liked by everyone. Now he ran the Blue Dolphin, and Molly never heard a bad word said about him.


Partly, she had to be honest, this was because she would threaten anyone who tried to utter one.


‘I am knackered,’ Sam said, and poured himself a Coke.


‘Must be good takings though, eh,’ Molly said, and he smiled.


‘Always money with you, Moll.’


‘Always is when you don’t have any,’ she agreed.


He made an apologetic face and lowered his voice. ‘Is it really that bad? I mean I know your dad, um…’


‘Don’t mention my dad,’ Molly snapped, and took a deep breath. ‘Look, we’re fine, don’t worry about it. But any extra shifts you’ve got, I’ll take.’


‘Don’t you sleep?’ Sam said.


‘Sleep is for people who don’t have to figure out how to buy their little sister’s school uniform for next year,’ said Molly, stacking up glasses. ‘Can you believe those horrible kilts are forty quid a pop? Not to mention every time they’re washed the pleats have to be ironed back in. I’ve half a mind to send her to school wrapped in cling film.’


‘Remember that time someone squirted ketchup on the bus seats?’ Sam said, and she groaned.


‘Yes, and it looked like I’d got my period – thanks so much for reminding me of that fun episode,’ Molly said, just as Sam moved forward to take someone’s order.


‘A Doom Bar and a dry white wine, please,’ said a deep, rich voice that could only be Conor’s. Oh good, so glad he heard the period story.


‘How’s that dog of yours?’ asked Sam genially.


‘Oh, she’s fine.’ Molly didn’t need to turn around to hear the warmth in Conor’s voice. ‘Left her at the cottage tonight, a bit too rowdy for her in here. She’s finally tired out after all that running on the beach.’


‘Will you still be here in October? You can take her on the beach in Polzeath then,’ said Sam. ‘When the tide’s out there’s over a mile of sand.’


‘Sounds brilliant.’


There was a hint of the North in Conor’s voice, when he forgot to act. Most of the time, he sounded as RP as everyone else in the cast, a product of stage school no doubt, and when he was playing Johnny Wenn he put just enough Cornish into his accent to sound authentic without being comical. But in unguarded moments—


—like when we were alone together—


—the Yorkshire crept back into his voice. And damn if that wasn’t sexy as hell.


‘Come on, Blackstone, where’s my drink?’ called a woman’s voice, and she looked over to see Lila Jenkins, who played the Jamaican receptionist in the series, waving at Conor. She was petite and very pretty, much more so than she appeared on screen with a slightly unflattering hairstyle and chunky glasses. As Molly watched, Conor took the drinks back to their table and she kissed him on the cheek. He rolled his eyes and grinned fondly at her.


‘Ooh, is that some behind-the-scenes gossip?’ said Sam. ‘Conor and Lila?’


‘Don’t be silly,’ Molly said automatically, although they did look really cosy.


‘Don’t tell me you’re jealous, Moll!’


‘What, of Lila? Well, look at her, she’s gorgeous,’ Molly deflected. And she seemed nice. And Molly shouldn’t be thinking bitchy things about her. ‘And don’t you go around spreading rumours, Sam Evans.’


‘Rumours about who?’ said Georgia, popping up at the bar and waving her empty glass.


Molly gave Sam a warning look as she went to refill Georgia’s rhubarb gin and ginger ale.


Sam ignored Molly, and said, ‘Lila and Conor. They’re very cosy, don’t you think?’


Molly tensed, but to her surprise Georgia just laughed.


‘Are you kidding? Lila’s dating his sister.’ She clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘Shh, I did not just say that!’


Sam’s eyes went wide. Molly poked him in the side and put Georgia’s drink down. ‘We didn’t hear a thing. Did we, Sam,’ she said, pointedly.


‘Nope. No. Not a thing.’


Lila’s not dating Conor. Molly shouldn’t be relieved about that, because it was none of her damn business who Conor was dating. He’d never mentioned anything about his sister. He’d never revealed anything of his personal life to her. He clearly hadn’t thought of her as any more than a summer fling. He probably had girls like her in every filming location – gullible, stupid girls who believed they were special.


No wonder he wanted to keep me a secret.


Georgia pantomimed relief and told them to keep the change from a twenty. ‘Now, speaking of dating,’ she said, glancing over her shoulder and lowering her voice confidentially, ‘tell me if you see Donna with anyone, won’t you?’


They both followed her gaze to Donna and Sheila, the latter of whom let out a filthy cackle.


‘Isn’t she married?’ said Sam.


‘Technically,’ said Georgia, and waggled her eyebrows. As she tottered back to her table, Molly turned warning eyes on Sam.


‘We’re not here to gossip,’ she said. ‘If Donna’s straying or Lila’s in the closet it’s not our business to drag her out of it.’


‘Oh, my lips are sealed,’ Sam said. ‘But I’m going to have excellent dreams tonight.’


‘Sam, ew,’ said Molly, and went off to serve one of the cameramen.




Chapter Two


Clickbait.com: Who is Conor Blackstone’s new girlfriend?


Great news for fans of retro mystery series Doctor Wenn Investigates as the new season has begun filming in scenic Port Trevan, Cornwall. But who is this walking on the beach with Johnny Wenn actor Conor Blackstone? The mystery redhead seems awfully cosy with him, sharing a joke in this picture and playing with his adorable dog Demelza here. Dogs don’t lie, and Demelza seems pretty fond of the redhead, which makes us wonder: just who is she, and how much time has she been spending with gorgeous Conor?


The day was dull, which was actually great for filming since it cut down on lens flares and shadow continuity problems. Conor spent the morning being fitted for costumes and having his hair trimmed into a godawful unflattering style in the Make-up trailer up on top of the cliffs.


‘Really?’ he said, regarding his sideburns with despair. ‘Honestly, who did I piss off to end up with this?’


This series, Johnny Wenn was going to be a Mod. Sideburns and feathered layers. Waiting for him outside was a vintage Lambretta, which Conor sincerely hoped he wouldn’t be expected to actually ride. He didn’t like motorbikes and scooters weren’t much better.


‘I’m just doing what they told me, darling,’ said the hairstylist, an eminently sensible woman he’d worked with on every other series of Doctor Wenn.


‘I know, I know.’ She had a whole look-book of styles open beside him. Conor scowled at his reflection, which was a perfect Johnny Wenn expression. He missed his 1959 hairstyle. ‘Come back, quiff, all is forgotten,’ he muttered.


A tap at the door heralded a runner. ‘Conor, can you come and sign the insurance waivers?’


It was Molly. Right, because nowhere was safe from her any more.


‘What are you doing here?’


‘Fetching you to sign the waivers,’ Molly said, as if he was being thick. She had a lanyard around her neck with the RMC Productions logo on it. Cosmic.


‘What waivers?’


She shrugged, disinterested. ‘I dunno, they just asked me to tell you to come and sign the insurance waivers.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Like, now, ’cos I have to get you there and then go and do my tour.’


‘Tour?’


‘Never mind. Are you done here?’


The hairstylist nodded. Conor regarded his hair despairingly one more time.


‘If anyone asks, I won’t tell them it was you,’ he promised, and she laughed.


Conor gestured grandly for Molly to go ahead and followed her across the already muddy meadow. The Circus – the site at the top of the cliffs where the trailers and tents were all set up – was exposed, windy, and a good twenty-minute walk out of town. Conor suspected this was to keep prying eyes away, as much as it was the biggest piece of flat ground they could find.


It was also the only place in town he’d thought he could find sanctuary from Molly. From the memories of last year, of the heat and excitement, of the sheer fun of it – and from how it had ended.


The likes of you and the likes of me are never going to be more than a fling.


He wanted to yell at her that she wasn’t allowed here, that this was his place, his domain, the world he inhabited where she didn’t exist to mess everything up – but then that would just bring them back full circle to last year.


So he said nothing, sullen and silent, and Molly didn’t say a word to him all the way across the site. Her hands were shoved deep in the pockets of her ugly green coat, her gaze turned away. Every now and then she smiled and waved at someone Conor really felt he ought to recognise, and didn’t.


How does she know everyone? How is she everyone’s friend?


He closed that thought off before he could remember why she wasn’t his friend any more.


Molly tapped on one of the production trailers and opened the door. ‘Hi, Dave. Brought you Conor.’


Dave – someone Conor didn’t know at all, damn him – smiled and nodded. ‘Thanks, Molly. You’re a star.’


She smiled back. ‘I’ll get you that table booked for tomorrow.’


She didn’t say a word to Conor as she walked away and left him there, in an even worse mood than when he’d seen his new haircut.


The insurance waivers turned out to be the production company’s way of covering themselves if Conor fell off his moped without a helmet on. ‘But I don’t know how to ride a moped,’ he said. ‘You said I wouldn’t have to.’


‘Oh, you won’t. Just a few feet, out of shot, you know. Then Jackson will do the rest.’


Jackson was his stunt double. He looked nothing like Conor, but they had a similar build and with a wig, from a distance, he supposed it was good enough.


‘Look, why can’t Johnny drive a car for once? I know how to drive a car. And I don’t need a helmet.’


‘Because mods rode mopeds.’


Conor tried to hold on to his temper. ‘Then make him a rocker.’


This was, apparently, intractable. Revenge for pushing too hard on Miss Lawrence. Conor spent a frustrated half hour with his agent, Julia, on the phone, and eventually gave in and signed the damn waivers. Storming out of the production trailer, he nearly walked straight into Georgia.


‘Nice hair,’ she said, and he snarled at her.


‘Did you know about this?’


Unflappable, she replied, ‘About the hair? Sure. It’s in the script.’


‘No. They’re making me ride a damn moped. I don’t know how to.’


‘But look at it,’ said Georgia, and brought up a picture on her iPad. It was two-tone, cream with red highlights, and sharply wasp-waisted. ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’


‘It’s lovely,’ said Conor, because it was a thing of beauty. But so were tigers, and snakes, and Niagara Falls, and they could all kill you.


‘Oh good.’ Georgia looked pleased. ‘It was my idea.’


‘Your idea? What have I done to you lately, Georgia?’


‘Yes. And they never listen to me, so this is a really big thing.’


She looked so wistful, and so pleased. An assistant producer didn’t get a lot of sway most of the time. Conor sighed. ‘Right. Fine. Just don’t come complaining when I break my neck.’


‘Don’t be dramatic. I’m sure it can’t be that hard.’


‘Do you know how? You’re supposed to have training – and, and,’ he added, because this was the real rub, ‘wear a helmet. You know what my uncle used to call people who rode motorbikes without helmets?’


‘Your uncle?’ said Georgia, bemused.


‘He was a doctor. And he called them “organ donors”,’ said Conor. He waved his arm at the town, improbably clinging to the cliffside below them. ‘I mean, look at these stupid streets. They’re all completely vertical.’


‘Conor, it’ll be fine.’ She laid a placatory hand on his arm. ‘It’s a Lambretta, not a Harley Davidson. You’ll ride in and out of shot.’ Her head tilted. ‘Don’t tell me you’re scared?’


‘I’m not bloody—’ He bit the words off. Took a deep breath and forced it out. Georgia was a terrible gossip. Word got out that he was scared of mopeds and he’d be a laughingstock across the industry.


‘Do you need me the rest of the day? I’m going to take Demelza for a walk.’


He strode off without waiting for a reply. Of course, the Circus was all on the east side of town, inland where there was something vaguely resembling some flat ground, and Conor’s cottage was on the west side of town, all the way around the cove.


Maybe he should’ve brought Demelza with him, but she’d just get nervous around all these strangers, the loud noises and vehicles and strange smells, and when Demelza got nervous she tended to wee a bit. He didn’t need to be in anyone’s black books any more than he was.


He got someone to drive him back to town, but in a place like Port Trevan even the main thoroughfares were only one lane wide and this time of day they were full of tourists. Conor jammed a flat cap on over his horrible new haircut, slapped on some sunglasses, and got out at the top of Fore Street. It was surely easier to walk around the harbour.


‘Oi oi, Johnny,’ cackled a voice nearby, and he closed his eyes momentarily, then opened them and looked around as if he didn’t know who was being addressed.


‘Oi. Here, love,’ said Sheila, and waved. She was with a small group of tourists, who were taking selfies and holding out postcards and tourist leaflets to be autographed.


‘I’m sorry, do I know you?’ said Conor, glaring daggers at her.


‘It’s me, love. Sheila.’ Oh God, was she pissed already? ‘From the show?’


Now they were all looking at him. Conor pulled his cap down over his eyes and hunched his shoulders. ‘I think you have me confused with someone. Excuse me.’ He turned and walked quickly down the hill.


‘Oh my God, you’re Conor Blackstone!’


‘Nope,’ he said, and walked faster.


‘Miserable fucker!’ yelled Sheila after him, and the tourists dutifully giggled. Conor wondered if it would be childish to flip her the finger and decided, reluctantly, against it.


There was a knot of people halfway down, at that gap between buildings where you could see over the low wall to the whole harbour. People with digital cameras and smartphones, snapping photos of everything, and one woman with fiery curls and freckles staring with strange longing at the faded beach shop opposite.


Conor’s footsteps faltered, and he tried to work out quickly if there was another route he could take. But short of calling back his driver to take him all the way inland and back out again, there really wasn’t. He’d have to face her.


It’s just Molly, he told himself as he mooched down the hill determined not to make eye contact. It’s not like you’ve never ever seen ex-girlfriends before. Not that Molly had been a girlfriend. Just a fling. It had lasted two or three weeks and then he’d finished filming and they’d had that almighty blazing row and he’d left Port Trevan very glad she wouldn’t be there when he came back next year.


Except here she was, dammit.


And it had lasted seventeen days and eight hours. And a half.


Dammit.


‘…I think it would make a really proper little café,’ she was saying to one of the tourists as Conor approached. ‘Don’t you think? Little café tables out the front, ice cream counter inside, cupcake of the day. Cakes named after Doctor Wenn characters!’


‘Ooh!’ said the woman, who wore zip-off trousers and a plastic mac despite the dry weather. ‘Yes, you could have…oh maybe a whisky cream for the Doc, he’s so smooth.’


‘And rum raisin for Miss Lawrence,’ said Molly. ‘And the Doc’s wife is red-haired, so maybe something with ginger, or a red velvet…’


Her voice faltered as she became aware of him sloping past, despite his best efforts to remain unseen.


‘And something sour for Johnny,’ she said loudly.


He nearly responded to that, but kept on walking.


‘Or maybe just bitter.’


Conor’s fists clenched, and he faltered again, nearly ready to turn and give her what-for, but she was surrounded by tourists, and he really didn’t want to be followed home.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll please follow me down to Carson’s Tearooms, which is one of the locations we use in the show…’


At that he did stop, as the gaggle of tourists followed Molly down the hill. Was this the tour she’d mentioned? A Doctor Wenn tour?


Georgia said Molly was doing some local fixing for them. Smoothing things over with the residents, finding locations at short notice, that sort of thing. And given the earlier evidence, she was gofering on the set too. But that was all, wasn’t it? She wasn’t any more involved in the production than that?


He wanted so badly to stop and confront her, but at the same time he really didn’t want to be recognised by the crowd. If he hadn’t deleted her number last year he’d have called or texted her, but there was no hope of that now.


Instead he stormed on round the harbour, up West Cliff to his cottage, and dialled Georgia the minute he’d got Demelza’s lead clipped on.


‘Did you know about this?’


‘About what, darling?’


‘About Molly bloody Higgins!’


‘You’re going to have to be more precise than… No, for God’s sake, take it off her then—’


She was having two conversations at once. Well, this would be fun.


Conor strode up the steep path leading towards the headland. Behind him, Port Trevan spread out in all its charming splendour, the buildings cosied up together, the sea a deep blue, seagulls wheeling overhead.


He ignored it.


‘Molly Higgins. She’s doing Doctor Wenn tours around the village!’


‘Yep,’ said Georgia. ‘Don’t worry, she’s got the shooting schedule. Even though that keeps changing – well have you checked what’s in it?’


‘She’s got the what?’ asked Conor dangerously.


‘So she knows where we are and can avoid us. I mean, it’s all nice to have the support and everything, but we really don’t need a bunch of twenty-first-century tourists popping up at the edge of shot, do we?’


‘We don’t need Molly popping up either,’ said Conor, because those freckles and that hair had begun to haunt him.


‘What? Hang on a sec, love – look, we’ve talked about this,’ Georgia said in the sort of low, angry voice people use when they want to shout but can’t get away with it. He strained to hear but couldn’t make out who she was talking to. Georgia had covered the mouthpiece. ‘…not going to happen. Now sit down and I’ll have someone fetch you a coffee. Where’s Molly? What were you saying, Conor?’


‘Molly Higgins,’ Conor said, patience running thin. He pushed himself harder to walk up the vertiginous slope as Demelza pranced on ahead, and the phone signal began to crackle. ‘She can’t fetch anyone a coffee because she’s doing Doctor Wenn tours.’


‘Oh yes, of course. I’ll go myself.’


‘Are you saying you knew about the tours?’


‘Yes, of course. Didn’t you?’


Conor struggled to hold on to his temper. What next, pointing out where the cast were staying?


Why was she so totally unavoidable?


Conor didn’t realise he’d asked that question out loud until Georgia said, ‘Oh, she’s my fixer, love. Didn’t I say? Knows everybody.’


His nostrils flared. ‘Yes, she does,’ he ground out.


‘What, don’t you like Molly?’ Georgia pounced.


Conor paused, closed his eyes, and drew on every minute of his acting training to reply calmly, ‘I hardly know her.’


He didn’t need Georgia knowing about him and Molly. She’d spread the rumour everywhere, and Conor would have his broken heart torn out and stomped all over on a daily basis. Conor Blackstone, the great heart-throb, who couldn’t get a girl to spend more than seventeen days, eight hours and thirty minutes with him. Who was less appealing than a catering course in Exeter. Who wasn’t even worth introducing to her friends.


‘She’s been so helpful,’ Georgia went on, and Conor was glad she couldn’t see his face. Of course Molly was helpful. Molly was such great friends with everyone. Except Conor.


Fixer. That should mean just working off set, placating the locals with whom she was such old and beloved friends. But no. There she’d been up at the Circus this morning, and now taking tours on the beach, and – what next? Helping Wardrobe with his fittings?


Conor would be besieged by red hair and freckles for the whole shoot.


Georgia was still talking. ‘Got us a Landie for the farm scenes, proper 1962 model, even got a Cornish registration for the purists. She’s going to talk to someone about a new location for the café scenes too, since Carson’s have doubled their price. I know, so bloody rude, as if they’re the only location we can use. Push comes to shove, we’ll do that on the soundstage.’


Conor blew out a breath that would have been a sigh if he wasn’t breathing so hard. ‘Let me guess, the old beach shop on Fore Street?’


‘How did you know that?’ There was a sharp crack of white noise, then Georgia’s voice came back fainter. ‘…this brilliant idea to turn it into a café, which wouldn’t take much for us to do, just get all that beach tat out of…daily fee’ll be more than the old lady makes in a week anyway. Wouldn’t be surprised if she turns it into a—’


Had she stopped speaking or had the signal cut out? Conor had climbed pretty high up the steep bank of grass that bordered the town like a green wall.


‘Georgia?’


‘Hang on a sec, someone’s yelling. What?’


Conor could just about hear someone shouting faintly through the phone.


‘Everything all right?’


‘Yeah, it’s just – he’s what? Christ. Sorry, Conor, Pete’s having a fit of the vapours. Who’s the first-aider? I’ll call you back,’ she said hurriedly, and the line went dead.


Pete fainted? Conor frowned at his phone. He must have misheard. Pete was barely fifty and healthy as a horse. They all were; they had comprehensive physicals to comply with their insurance.


Like the insurance I just legally waived. At that reminder, Conor’s black mood darkened even more.


‘Come on Melze,’ he yelled above the rising breeze, ‘race you to the top!’


‘I see you’re making the most of your new job.’


Those were Conor’s first words to her that evening in the pub. No greeting, no drinks order, just a lean in and a growl.


Molly glanced around at the bar. ‘I’ve worked here a while,’ she said. ‘On and off since my teenage years, waiting tables. It’s hardly new.’


‘I mean on the show,’ he snarled.


She pretended to consider this. Well, he’d seen her around with Georgia plenty of times. That first day on the beach, for instance. This morning at the Circus. It wasn’t exactly a secret.


She’d been passing this lunchtime when Pete Attwater had gone white and slumped in his chair, halting filming for an hour while a medic was summoned. Pete had maintained he was healthy as anything and just thought he’d seen someone he knew, but he’d been mistaken.


Molly wanted to think some more about that, but she was far too busy.


‘I told you the other day. I’m just helping out with a few things. Why are you so teazy about it? Not got a restraining order against me, have you?’


Conor looked like he was seriously considering it. ‘Why?’ he burst out. ‘Is this because I wouldn’t get you a job last year?’


She reared back at that. Well, isn’t that just like an actor. An Incomer. A posh luvvie private school, moneyed—


‘Are you kidding me?’ she said. ‘How can you possibly make all this about yourself? I got a job, Conor, because I need money.’


‘For that stupid cupcake-of-the-day café you want to open?’


Molly felt her face get red. Dammit, she shouldn’t have let him overhear! ‘I have bills to pay,’ she hissed. ‘Food. Electricity. My sister’s school uniforms. Not all of us are rolling in money, Mr Bigshot London.’


‘You think I’m rich?’ Conor laughed. ‘Oh, that’s…well, that’s rich, is what it is, Little Miss Cupcake.’


‘Yet I don’t see you cleaning holiday cottages to make ends meet. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m working.’


She whirled away from him, running into Sam, who bore the brunt of her scowl with his usual good grace and served Conor himself. Molly stormed into the back bar, where nobody wanted serving, and clanked some glasses around until she’d calmed down.


‘What is his bloody problem?’ she hissed.


‘Are you all right?’


She glanced up guiltily. The speaker was about her own age, maybe a bit younger, and so obviously one of the TV people she might as well have had it on a T-shirt. Pretty as a doll, with big blue eyes and immaculate blonde hair, and a waist that almost vanished in on itself.


‘Fine. Sorry. Personal…stuff.’


‘We all have that.’ The newcomer smiled at her, and God damn her, she even had dimples. ‘Are you…serving?’


‘Yes. Of course.’ Molly found a smile. ‘What can I get you?’


‘Gin and slimline, please.’


Molly asked which gin, and was surprised when the girl said she didn’t really care. Most of the TV people scanned the shelf behind the bar and made a slight face of disappointment, as if they’d really expected something more niche and hipster in a coastal pub 300 miles from London.


So served, the beautiful girl went to sit at a corner table and fiddle with her phone.
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