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  Chapter One




  Family legend has it that on the day I was born, when my elder sisters, Ruth and Louise, came tiptoeing in hand-in-hand to see me for the very first time, my mum said to them,

  ‘This is your new baby sister. What do you think we should call her?’




  Ruth, the oldest twin, thought hard, with all the wisdom she’d gained in her mighty three years of life. ‘We should call her . . . Baby Jesus,’ she pronounced eventually, no

  doubt with a lisping piety. Ruth had taken the Goody Two-Shoes role to heart from an early age. Either that or she was angling for extra Christmas presents.




  ‘Mmm,’ Mum must have replied, probably in the same I-don’t-think-so way she did throughout my childhood, like the time I told her I had definitely seen the tooth-fairy

  with my very own eyes, and no, it absolutely wasn’t me who had wolfed half the chocolate biscuits – it was the others.




  ‘Louise, how about you?’ Mum asked next. ‘What should we call your new sister?’




  Obviously I was only hours old at the time, so I don’t remember anything about this touching bedside scene, but I like to imagine that Louise made the little frowny face she still does,

  where her eyebrows slide together and the top of her nose wrinkles. According to Mum, she said with the utmost solemnity, ‘I think we should call her . . . Little Black Sheep.’




  Little Black Sheep indeed. I’m not sure whether this was a ‘Baa, Baa, Black Sheep’ reference or something to do with the fact that I had remarkably springy black hair from the

  word go. Whatever the reason, you’ve got to love my sister’s astonishing foresight. Because guess what? That was pretty much how I had ended up at the ripe old age of thirty-two, with

  not a mortgage, full-time job, husband or infant to show for myself – the quintessential black sheep of the family. Spot on, Louise. Uncanny prescience. I was the freak, the failure, the one

  they muttered about in patronizing tones, trying not to sound too gleeful as my shortcomings were discussed. Oh dear. What ARE we going to do with Evie? I’m worried about her, you know.

  She’s not getting any younger, is she?




  Hey-ho. I wasn’t too bothered by what they thought. It was better to be an individual, surely, someone who had dreams and did things differently, rather than be an anonymous, ordinary . .

  . well, sheep, obediently following the rest of the flock without a single bleat of dissent. Wasn’t it?




  We have photos from that day, of course, grainy, brown-tinged photos with the rounded-off corners that seemed to be all the rage back then. There I was, cuddled in Mum’s arms, wearing a

  teeny pink Babygro, with Ruth and Louise leaning over me, both in matching burgundy cord dungarees (this was the Seventies, remember), their eyes wide with what I like to think of as

  wonder and awe. (No doubt Ruth was already plotting her pocket-money scam, though, which went on for several years.)




  I can’t help thinking that there’s something of the Sleeping Beauty fairytale about the picture. You know, when the fairies come to bestow their gifts on the little tot and

  they’re all really excellent bequests, like how clever and talented and pretty she will be – until the evil old fairy (who hasn’t been invited) rocks up, bristling with malice,

  and wrecks everything with her ‘She shall prick her finger on a spindle and DIE!’ contribution.




  This image tended to come back to me every time I sat in a hairdressing salon, until I began to wonder if Louise’s ‘Little Black Sheep’ remark had somehow been a curse,

  straight from the realms of finger-pricking voodoo. Because throughout my entire life my hair had been frizzy, woolly and black, with a mad, kinky curl to it. Just like your average black sheep, in

  fact, albeit one who appeared to be immune to the powers of miracle hair conditioner and straightening devices.




  And so it was that on a certain Saturday morning in early May I was sitting in a big squishy vinyl chair at a hairdressing salon on the Cowley Road, the scent of hairspray and perm-lotion

  tingling in my nostrils, as I pondered whether I had the bottle to get the sheep sheared into a radically different style. ‘I think your face could take a short cut,’ the stylist said

  enthusiastically. ‘You’ve got the cheekbones for it – you could totally rock an elfin look. Maybe if we add an asymmetrical fringe – yeah. Very cool.’




  ‘You don’t think it would be too . . . boyish?’ I replied hesitantly. I stared at my reflection, unable to make a decision. I’d come into the salon fired up with brave

  plans to request a head-turning Mia Farrow crop, but now that I was here, I couldn’t help wondering if such a cut would make me look more like Pete Doherty. I wished for the thousandth time

  that I had hair like Ruth and Louise – long, tawny, Pantene-advert hair, which swished as they walked. Somehow I had missed out on that particular gene, though, as well as the perfect-life

  chromosome.




  The stylist – Angela, I think her name was – smiled encouragingly. ‘You know what they say: a change is as good as a holiday,’ she replied. She had aubergine-coloured

  hair in a wet-look perm. I really shouldn’t have trusted her. ‘I’ll make you a coffee while you think it over, okay?’




  She clip-clopped off, bum waggling in a too-tight bleached denim skirt, and I bit my lip, courage leaking out of me by the second. She was probably only suggesting an elfin cut because she was

  bored with trims and blow-dries. She probably couldn’t care less how I’d look at the end of it. And I wasn’t convinced by the ‘a change is as good as a holiday’ line,

  either. I’d spent two weeks camping in the Lake District the year before, and it was not an experience I wanted repeated in a haircut.




  My phone rang as I was mid-dither. I rummaged in my bag for it, and saw that ‘Mum’ was flashing on the screen. I was just about to send it to voicemail when I got the strangest

  feeling I should answer. So I did.




  ‘Hi, Mum, are you all right?’




  ‘Evie, sit down,’ she said, her voice quavering. ‘It’s bad news, darling.’




  ‘I am sitting down,’ I replied, examining my split ends. ‘What’s up?’ My mother’s idea of bad news was that her favourite character was being written out of

  The Archers, or that she’d accidentally sat on her reading glasses and broken them. I was hardened to all her ‘bad news’ phone calls by now.




  ‘It’s Jo,’ she said, and I heard a sob in her voice. ‘Oh, Evie . . .’




  ‘Is she all right?’ I asked, making a thumbs-up sign at Angela as she dumped a coffee in front of me. Jo was my mum’s younger sister, and the coolest, loveliest, most fun aunt

  you could ever wish for. Must give her a ring, I thought, making a mental note. I had been a bit crap about keeping in touch with everyone lately.




  ‘No,’ said Mum, in this awful, shuddering wail. ‘She’s been in a car crash. She . . . She’s dead, Evie. Jo’s dead.’




  I couldn’t take in the news at first. I sat there in the hairdresser’s chair feeling completely numb as memories of Jo deluged my mind. As sisters, she and Mum had

  been simultaneously close, but worlds apart. Mum, the sensible older one, had gone to university, become a teacher, married Dad, raised three daughters, and had lived for years in a nice part of

  Oxford. Jo, on the other hand, was more flighty and free-spirited. She’d left school at sixteen to have all sorts of adventures around the world, before settling in Carrawen Bay, a small

  seaside village in north Cornwall, and running her own café there. If Mum could be summed up as an elegant taupe, Jo was a screaming pink.




  I’d loved childhood holidays in Carrawen. Jo’s café was set just back from the bay and she lived in the flat above, so it was the most magical place to stay. There was

  something so exciting about waking up to those light, bright mornings, with the sound of the sea and the gulls in your ears – I never tired of it. Days were spent with my sisters, running

  wild on the beach for hours on end, being mermaids, pirates, smugglers, explorers, finding shells, rock-pooling and building enormous castles in our exhilarating-but-impossible attempts to stave

  off the incoming tide. In the evenings, once we’d been sluiced down in Jo’s tiny bathroom, our parents let us stay up thrillingly late, sitting on the balconied deck of the café

  with one of Jo’s special Knickerbocker Glories and three long silver spoons, while candle-lights flickered in storm lanterns, and the sea rushed blackly behind us.




  Back then, Jo had seemed like a girl herself – way younger than Mum, with her hair in blonde pigtails, freckles dotted over her face like grains of sand, and cool clothes that I secretly

  coveted: short skirts, funky bright trainers, cut-off denim shorts, and jeans and thick fisherman’s jumpers when the weather turned cold.




  As an adult, I’d loved going to stay with her too, whatever the season. Somehow, the bay seemed extra-special in winter, with the wide, flat beach empty of holidaymakers. I was there one

  memorable Christmas Eve, when what seemed like the whole of the village – from grannies leaning on sticks to babes in arms – congregated on the beach in mid-afternoon and sang carols

  together. Jo brought along warm, floury mince pies and steaming mulled wine, and everyone toasted each other’s good health, then a fire was lit and children danced around with red and gold

  tinsel in their hair. It was like being part of the best secret club ever, a million miles away from the frantic, sharp-elbowed crush of Oxford’s High Street and its stressed-out shoppers

  tussling over last-minute presents.




  But now Jo was gone, wiped out in a moment, it seemed, hit by a lorry driving too fast down the winding lane that led to the bay. Never again would I sit at the bar of her café while she

  tempted me with lattes and sugar-sprinkled shortbread; never again would we chat together while the sun cruised slowly across that expanse of Cornish sky; never again would she drag me into the sea

  for a bracing early-morning swim, both of us shrieking and splashing each other as the icy water stung our bare skin . . .




  No. It couldn’t be true. It simply couldn’t be true. Mum must have got it wrong. Or my imagination was playing weird tricks on me. She couldn’t have died, just like that. Not

  Jo.




  ‘Have you made up your mind yet?’ Aubergine-Angela hovered behind me, scissors and comb in hand.




  I blinked. I’d been so steeped in memories that it was a shock to find myself still in the salon, with Leona Lewis trilling away from the speakers above my head and the gentle

  snip-snipping of hair all around. ‘Um . . .’ I couldn’t think straight. ‘You choose,’ I said in the end, my mind blank. Hair seemed very trivial all of a sudden. It

  didn’t matter. ‘Just – whatever you think.’




  Matthew dropped me round to Mum’s later on because I was still too freaked out about Jo’s car crash even to think about getting behind the wheel myself. ‘I

  won’t come in,’ he said, pecking me on the cheek. ‘I’m not very good with crying women.’




  ‘Oh, but –’ I broke off in dismay. ‘Can’t you just stay for a bit?’




  He shook his head. ‘Better not. I’ve got to pick up Saul later, remember.’




  Saul was Matthew’s seven-year-old son who usually came to ours at weekends. He was adorable, but right now, all I could feel was disappointment that Matthew couldn’t stay with me.

  I’d managed to keep it together as best as I could at the hairdresser’s – still in massive shock and denial, I think – but had been absolutely bawling my heart out by the

  time I got home. ‘Bloody hell,’ Matthew had said, his face stricken as he saw me sobbing there in the hall. His eyes bulged. ‘Well, it’ll grow back . . .’ he said

  faintly, after a few moments. ‘I mean, it’s not that bad.’




  ‘I’m not crying about my hair,’ I’d shouted. ‘I’m crying because Jo’s died. Oh, Matthew, Jo’s died!’




  I’d been with Matthew for five years and I knew he found displays of emotion embarrassing and awkward, but he was really lovely to me then. He held me tight, let me cry all over his shirt,

  made me a cup of tea with two sugars and then, when I wouldn’t stop weeping, poured me a large brandy too. I felt as if something in me had died along with Jo though, as if a huge, important

  part of my life had been snuffed out, like a candle-flame.




  Guilt and self-recrimination were setting in – a trickle at first, which swiftly became a flood. I hadn’t visited Jo for ages. I hadn’t even phoned lately. Why had I left it so

  long? Why hadn’t I made time? I was such a selfish person, such a rubbish niece. I couldn’t even remember the last conversation we’d had, and had no idea what our last words to

  each other had been. Why hadn’t I paid better attention? Why had I let her slip away? Now she was gone, and it was too late ever to speak to her again. It seemed so utterly, horribly

  final.




  After the brandy had burned its way into my blood-stream, I felt an ache to see my mum, and Matthew insisted on driving me there, which was absolutely unheard of, as my parents’ house was

  only a mile and a half away. Normally he’d have given me a lecture on the evils of short car journeys made by lazy, inconsiderate drivers, if I had dared pick up the car keys rather than my

  bike helmet.




  But now I was here, and he was driving carefully away from me, eyes fixed firmly on the road, hands at an exact ten-to-two on the wheel, just as his instructor had taught him once upon a time. I

  wished he hadn’t gone. I stood there in the street for a moment, hoping stupidly that he would turn the car round and come back – ‘What was I thinking? I can’t possibly

  leave you at a time like this!’ – but the sound of his engine grew quieter, then faded away to nothing.




  I rubbed my swollen eyes and went up the drive to the house.




  Mum opened the door. Normally my mum is what you would call well groomed. She has smart shoes that match her handbags. She has a wardrobe full of tasteful clothes in shades of ecru, cream and

  coffee, and always accessorizes. She knows how to drape a scarf and how to do big hair, and she smells very expensive. She wears full make-up even when she’s gardening.




  Not today, though. I had never seen her in such a state. Her face was puffy from crying, her eyes were red-rimmed and sore-looking, with rings of mascara below them, and her hair was bouffed up

  crazily where she’d obviously been raking her hands through it. She opened her arms wide as if she was about to fling them around me, then froze and let out a shriek of horror instead.

  ‘Your hair! What have you done?’




  ‘Oh God, I know,’ I said, putting a hand up to it self-consciously. ‘I was in the hairdresser’s when you rang, and afterwards I just . . .’ My voice trailed away.

  Even now, at this awful time when we’d just heard about Jo, I felt stupid, the only moron in the family who’d say something cretinous like ‘You choose’ to an

  overenthusiastic hairdresser. She’d left me with inch-long hair all over, apart from a long, wonky fringe; and yes, I did look like a boy. A stupid, sobbing emo-boy.




  ‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘What a day this is turning out to be. Jo going . . . You arriving like an urchin—’




  ‘Mum, stop it!’ I said sharply, cringing at how she could equate the two things. Why did she even care about my hair anyway? It was growing on my head, not hers. And, newsflash: her

  beloved sister had just died tragically. Wasn’t that slightly more important?




  Dad was hovering in the background and gave me a warning-look-cum-grimace, so I bit my tongue and kept back the rant that was brewing inside. ‘Hello, love,’ he said, hugging me. Then

  he let go and stared at my haircut. ‘Goodness,’ he said, sounding dazed, before seeming to rally himself. ‘Louise and Ruth are already here. Come and have a cup of tea.’




  I followed him into the kitchen and my sisters gawped at me. ‘Fucking HELL,’ Louise squawked, jumping up from the table and clapping a hand over her mouth.




  ‘Language!’ Ruth hissed, covering Thea’s ears immediately. As a modern-languages teacher at one of the posh secondary schools in town, Ruth only ever swore in foreign languages

  in front of her children, so as to protect them from the Anglo-Saxon equivalents. Curly-haired Thea, two, was the youngest of Ruth’s three children and already showing signs of precocity.

  ‘Kin-ell,’ she now repeated daringly, flashing a gaze at her mum to check her response.




  ‘Thanks a lot, Lou,’ Ruth said, then glared at me, as if it was my fault. Obviously in her eyes it was my fault, for daring to enter the Flynn family home with such a

  ridiculous haircut. What had I been thinking?




  Ruth and Louise weren’t quite identical, but they had similar faces with matching high cheekbones and large hazel eyes, the same long, straight noses and porcelain skin. They were easy to

  tell apart, though, even to an outsider. Ruth always looked as if she’d stepped out of a catalogue – her hair glossy and perfectly blow-dried, her clothes boringly casual and always

  spotless. On this day, for instance, she was wearing crease-free chinos, a Breton top, a navy silk scarf around her neck and brown Tod loafers.




  Louise, on the other hand, generally scraped her hair back into a ponytail, although she never seemed to tie it quite tight enough, as tendrils always worked their way loose, falling about her

  face and neck in wispy strands. She rarely wore make-up (unlike Ruth, who’d never leave the house without a full face of credit-card-expensive slap), and had a permanently dishevelled,

  confused air. Her clothes seemed to have been thrown on at random – she would team a smart navy Chanel-style skirt, say, with a brown polo-neck jumper from Primark. Still, she got away with

  it, by being the Family Genius. Too brainy to think about style, that was Louise.




  ‘Hi,’ I said pointedly now, as neither of my sisters had actually greeted me yet in a remotely conventional fashion.




  Louise recovered herself and came over to kiss my cheek. ‘That’s quite a look you’ve got going there,’ she commented, her mouth twisting in a smirk. ‘What’s

  that in aid of? Midlife crisis? Homage to Samson?’




  I huffed a sigh, feeling irritable and petulant. ‘For crying out loud! Is that all you lot can talk about, my flaming hair? What’s wrong with you?’




  Silence fell. Mum, Ruth and Louise all exchanged glances, and I folded my arms across my chest defensively.




  ‘Flaming hair,’ Thea whispered to herself in glee. ‘Flaming hair.’




  ‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Dad said, ever the diplomat, as Ruth scowled at me across her daughter’s flaxen curls.




  We drank tea and talked about Jo, and Mum cut us all slices of crumbly fruitcake. ‘Oh, I shouldn’t,’ Louise said with a sigh, but managed to get through two fat wedges of it

  nonetheless. Then Dad produced a bottle of Merlot and we polished that off too, as the memories of Jo kept on coming.




  After a while – I had lost track of time by now, but we’d somehow emptied a second bottle of wine – Ruth’s husband, Tim, arrived with their other two children (perfect

  Isabelle and angelic Hugo) in tow, then left again with Thea. The rest of us stayed put around the table in what felt like a bubble.




  ‘Do you remember that Christmas we stayed at Jo’s, and there were reindeer prints on the beach on Christmas morning?’ Louise said dreamily, her face flushed from the wine.

  ‘And those marks she said were from the sleigh runners?’




  Mum smiled. ‘She got up at the crack of dawn to make those prints on the wet sand,’ she said. ‘But that was Jo all over, wasn’t it? Anything to make the day

  extra-special.’




  ‘I loved it when we were there for my birthday one year, and she did a treasure hunt all around the beach that led to my present,’ I said, remembering the delicious excitement of

  racing across the sand in search of clues, before finally finding a wrapped parcel tucked behind a tumble of black rocks. I’d ripped it open to find a new doll and lots of clothes for her

  that Jo had made herself. Bella, I’d called her. Bella the Beach-Doll. Suddenly I wished I’d still got her.




  ‘She was amazing,’ Mum said, her voice wobbling. ‘A one-off. And too damn young and lovely to die.’ A tear rolled down her cheek. ‘God, I’m going to miss

  her.’




  Dad held up his glass. ‘Here’s to Jo,’ he said.




  ‘Jo,’ we all chorused.




  





  Chapter Two




  The funeral was the following Friday, down in Carrawen Bay, and I felt conscious of just how long I’d been away as I struggled to remember the turn-off I needed for the

  village. ‘Um . . .’ I faltered, slowing to a crawl and peering through the windscreen.




  ‘Do you want me to check the map?’ Matthew asked. It was a four-hour journey from Oxford and he had driven the first leg to the Taunton Deane services, where we’d switched.

  I’d confidently said I’d drive the rest of the way, but somehow the lanes were becoming confused in my memory, and all the fields of grazing sheep looked exactly the same.




  ‘No, I think it’s just a bit further,’ I blagged, feeling guilty for having forgotten. It wasn’t all that long ago that I’d known these roads like my own face; had

  been back and forth to Jo’s all the time from Plymouth, where I went to drama school, especially when I’d fallen in love with gorgeous Ryan, the sexy surf-dude who had captured (and

  then broken) my heart.




  I pressed my lips together as I thought about him now. He had shaken me up, all right, Ryan. Ryan Alexander, that was his name. I was nineteen, and he and I had spent the most perfect, romantic

  summer together in Carrawen Bay, me supposedly working for Jo to earn a few quid, but actually spending quite a lot of time sneaking off with lover-boy for romantic trysts and secret knee-tremblers

  in deserted spots along the coastal path and in the steeply shelving sand dunes. Oh yes. Nothing like the gritty sensation of sand in your nether regions to make you feel desired. And in need of a

  bath. Happy days! Well, until he buggered off travelling with his mates, and I never heard from him again, that was. Whenever I thought about Ryan now – which wasn’t often, honestly

  – he remained young and god-like in my mind, tanned and muscular, forever nineteen. He was probably shacked up in Australia or Hawaii, I reckoned, still chasing the surf, still hoping to

  catch that elusive perfect wave.




  I braked sharply, just in time to make the turning. ‘Bloody hell, watch it!’ said Matthew, jerking forwards in his seat.




  ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Here we go. Carrawen Bay, one mile. Nearly there.’




  I fell silent as I steered into the narrow lane and drove slowly along, mindful of Jo’s accident in this very road, tears seeping from my eyes for what felt like the hundredth time since

  I’d heard the news. It didn’t seem possible that she wouldn’t be in the village when we got there, wouldn’t be waiting for me with one of her huge, tight hugs, her cheerful

  smile, that twinkle in her eye.




  ‘It’s very pretty,’ Matthew said politely as we rounded a corner and caught our first glimpse of the sea, a bright luminous blue, stretching out into the horizon. There was the

  familiar golden sweep of the bay, the dunes, the piles of rocks with their seaweed-fringed pools full of treasures to be discovered. Jo’s café was a timbered building with huge windows

  and a deck, just visible on the far left.




  ‘Mmm,’ I said, my voice trembling as I fought back the tears. It struck me as absurd that Matthew had never accompanied me down here. He’d always preferred walking holidays to

  beach ones, was never happier than when climbing a huge bleak mountain, buffeted by gale-force winds. Me, I was in my element with my feet in the waves, the sun on my face, the screech and flap of

  seagulls in the sky. ‘I’d call it beautiful, rather than pretty,’ I said after a moment as we reached the village’s first straggle of white-washed cottages and old stone

  farm buildings, their slate roofs speckled with yellow lichen. ‘Devon and Dorset are pretty. Cornwall’s too wild and rugged to be anything other than beautiful.’




  From the corner of my eye, I saw Matthew raise his eyebrows at my nit-picking, but he didn’t say anything.




  Matthew and I had met five years ago. I was working as a waitress in a cocktail bar . . . No, not exactly. I was working behind the bar of The Plough, a so-called gastropub in the centre of

  Oxford, although a gastroenteritis pub might have been a more fitting description, given Jimmy the mad chef’s lack of basic hygiene. A cocktail bar it was not. (The owner, one florid-faced

  Len Macintosh – or Big Mac, as everyone called him, due to his darts-player physique – was from Doncaster and thought that cocktails were for poofs, as he so charmingly put it.)




  Big Mac clearly had a fetish for girls in stupid costumes, which was why throughout the whole of December he had the female bar staff in ridiculous elf outfits, all seemingly designed for

  maximum discomfort and embarrassment. Mind you, it wasn’t just us girls who suffered. The male members of staff had to wear furry reindeer antlers with jingling bells on. Not the most

  masculine get-up, as my colleague Lee kept moaning bitterly.




  So there I was one night, in my elf combo, which consisted of a nasty pea-green dress of purest nylon, a bright-red belt and, to top it all off, a daft green-and-red hat. I was feeling a prize

  prat and heartily glad it wasn’t Christmas every day, or even every month, when in came Matthew with an office-party posse, there for their annual knees-up.




  The romantic in me would like to say that our eyes met across the beer pumps and I melted like an advent-candle under a burning flame after one soul-searching look from his deep-brown eyes. In

  all honesty, I was so frazzled with the massive bar order, and the fact that my elf dress was bringing me out in a sweaty rash, that I didn’t give him a second look. It wasn’t until he

  swung into heroic action later on that I did a double-take.




  Yes – swung into heroic action! You read that correctly. Now we’re talking proper romantic stuff, right?




  Matthew’s group were quite pissed when they came in. There were sixteen of them, all working for the same IT firm. (You got it. Mostly geeky blokes with bad dress sense and even worse

  complexions, pontificating earnestly about complicated computer stuff as they shovelled in their disgusting turkey risotto. I’m not selling Matthew very well so far, am I? Bear with me.)




  I went to collect their crockery once they’d finished and had to reach across the table to collect one guy’s plate. He was being particularly unhelpful by not passing it to me (I

  suspect he was hoping my breasts would fall out of the elf dress) and I had to really stretch to pick it up. As I was already balancing a stack of plates on my left arm, I had a blind-spot on this

  side, which was why I leaned right over one of the Christmas candles Big Mac had put on the tables to make the place look cheery and festive.




  Whoomph! went the bright, hot flame as it roared straight up my nylon dress.




  Smash! went the plates as I dropped them all over the table. I was screaming, other people were shouting, everything seemed to be happening in slow motion. And then there was Matthew, leaping to

  his feet, throwing his coat around me and putting out the flames in an instant. (See? Tell me that’s not heroic.)




  ‘Oh my God!’ I croaked, feeling completely hysterical and freaked out by my very own Joan of Arc moment. ‘Oh my God.’




  ‘Are you okay? Are you burned?’ he asked. His arms were still around me, as was his big black overcoat. I felt like a Jane Austen heroine, swooning in his grasp.




  ‘I . . . I think I’m okay,’ I said, weakly. I opened the coat to see the remnants of my costume hanging in black, charred tatters. I closed it again hurriedly, not wanting the

  pissed geeks to notice that my bra and knickers didn’t match. My hands were shaking. ‘Bloody hell . . . I can’t believe that just happened. Thank you.’ I blinked, then

  looked properly at him for the first time. He had a smooth pink face, conker-brown hair and grey eyes that were fixed on me in concern. My rescuer. ‘Thank you,’ I said again, still

  swaying with shock.




  Big Mac had waddled over by then, ice bucket in hand as if he’d been about to chuck the contents over the elf inferno. ‘Flipping heck, love,’ he said, his normally mottled face

  drained of colour. ‘Are you all right? Are you hurt?’




  ‘Of course she’s not all right!’ Matthew raged, rounding on him. ‘She shouldn’t be wearing a dress like that around naked flames. She’s a walking fire hazard.

  You’re lucky she’s not been badly burned.’




  Whoa! Hero alert. I’d never seen Big Mac so chastened-looking, so . . . small. Matthew had told him, all right, shooting up even higher in my estimation.




  Still, silver linings and all that. From that night on, the elf costumes were taken away and never seen again. Yes, okay, so we all had to wear the stupid jingly reindeer antlers now, but

  frankly, even that was progress, despite the dim sensation of tinnitus after a four-hour shift. Furthermore I was in love with – and forever in debt to – the man who’d saved me

  from hideous third-degree burns. Remarkably, I was utterly unscathed. He’d acted so quickly, so instinctively, that he’d completely extinguished the fire before it had had a chance to

  burn into my skin. He was my saviour.




  Five years down the line, and . . . Well, things had changed, sure, but that was what happened to all couples, wasn’t it? You couldn’t be a swooning Jane Austen heroine 24/7, just as

  you couldn’t be a full-time damsel-in-distress-rescuing hero. And so he’d discovered (quite quickly actually) that, unlike him, I was a dreaming drifter with no life-plan mapped out as

  far as my pension (er . . . what pension?), and I’d realized that he was . . . not tight exactly, but careful with his money, shall we say. And that he was actually quite serious

  about pensions and ISAs and career prospects, and got tetchy with me for not being interested. He even had spreadsheets charting his finances on our PC at home, which he spent hours laboriously

  updating.




  There was common ground too, of course. We both liked long cycle rides out of Oxford, we liked pubs and the cinema, we liked each other’s friends and families (well, most of the time) and,

  for all our differences, we got along pretty well together. Predictably, my parents absolutely adored him. ‘We’re so glad you’ve found someone like Matthew at last,’ Mum had

  said, almost collapsing with relief after she’d met him for the first time. ‘He’s so much more sensible and nice than those other boys you’ve been out with.

  He’s just what you need, Evie.’




  Sometimes, very occasionally, I wondered if she was right about him being just what I needed. Sometimes (again very occasionally), I worried in private that we weren’t the perfect match

  everyone said we were. My parents might not have been crazy about my ex-boyfriends – the conceptual artist who lived on a houseboat near Iffley Lock and took too many hallucinogens; the

  drummer who had tattoos and a motorbike and was very experimental sexually; the playwright who was so shy he would literally hide behind his own hair – but in many ways I’d felt a

  kinship with them. They’d been black sheep too, like me. Even if I didn’t fit in with my family, I’d fitted in with them on some level.




  Every now and then I wondered, disloyally, what I would have been doing if Matthew and I had never met. At the time of the perilous elf-meets-Guy-Fawkes incident, I’d been saving up to go

  to India and Nepal with a couple of mates. They’d gone six months later, and returned with beautiful saris, silver jewellery and colourful hair braids, as well as tales of spliffs on perfect

  sunset beaches, mountain treks, bustling city adventures, the Taj Mahal and the worst diarrhoea ever. Me, I’d spent that time at secretarial college, learning keyboard skills and Powerpoint.

  ‘It’ll open up so many more jobs to you,’ Matthew had advised.




  I wished I had gone to India now and not just because I hated typing. But anyway. He had saved my life. And we were happy. We were together. I was living in his house and he was going

  to put me on the mortgage any day now.




  Concentrate on the road, Evie, I thought, remembering almost with surprise that we were in Carrawen village. Yes. Jo’s funeral, of course. I dragged myself hurriedly back from my

  wanderings down Memory Lane and slowed to twenty miles an hour.




  There was the tiny old school, the farm where Jo had bought her milk and veggies, the surf shop – Waveseekers – which had a rail of wetsuits outside and gaudy surfboards in the

  windows, the Tardis-like grocery shop and the gorgeous old stone cottages. I had so many memories of this place and couldn’t quite believe how familiar it all looked, when everything had

  changed.




  I caught sight of my parents’ silver Golf parked outside the pub, just along from the squat stone church where the funeral was to be held. I squeezed into a space in front of theirs,

  narrowly missing scraping their bonnet as I misjudged the angle, then cut the engine and took a long, deep breath. And now for the funeral. This was going to be tough.




  I clambered out, feeling crumpled and unkempt after being stuck in the car for so long, and tried to tidy my hair and smooth down my black skirt on the short walk to the church. I put my hand

  into Matthew’s, wanting comfort, as we walked inside the old stone building. I still couldn’t believe this was actually happening.




  The church was absolutely packed, everyone in black, heads down, tissues to their bloodshot eyes. Mum gave a reading, as did the local vicar, a weather-beaten man with white hair, who spoke

  movingly about how much Jo had meant to the Carrawen community.




  After we’d sung ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ and, for once, I hadn’t giggled over the line about ‘the purple-headed mountains’, Jo’s best friend

  Annie stood up to give an emotional speech about what a wonderful person Jo was, and how badly she would be missed by everyone. ‘For her kind heart, her wicked sense of humour and for knowing

  all the gossip,’ she finished. ‘And don’t get me started on how much we’ll all miss her famous carrot cake.’




  Later, as we stood in the cemetery watching the coffin being lowered into the ground, with a faint breeze bowing the branches of the ancient yew trees, it really hit me that she was gone, gone

  forever. She’d only been 57; way too young to die. I couldn’t remember ever feeling so sad.




  The village pub, the Golden Fleece, had put on a buffet for the occasion and kept the booze flowing freely all afternoon. It was dark and cosy inside, with low ceilings and

  small cottagey windows. The walls were decorated with old fishing nets, gleaming horse brasses and paintings of fishing boats.




  Mum and Dad went off to the solicitor’s to discuss the will, but the rest of us – Matthew and I, Ruth and her husband Tim, and Louise and her husband Chris – were there for the

  duration. Their children had been palmed off on various friends and mothers-in-law for the night, so our conversation was punctuated by several phone calls checking up on them. ‘Could you

  remind Hugo to practise his violin tonight? He’s got his Grade Two exams next week,’ Ruth said loudly into her mobile, as if hoping to impress the rest of the pub with her infant

  prodigy.




  Louise, meanwhile, had to sing ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ down the phone to her youngest, Matilda, who didn’t seem very happy about Mummy being away. The first two times

  she sang it quietly, hunched over her phone as if deeply embarrassed by the request. ‘Louder? That was louder,’ she sighed when Matilda wasn’t satisfied. ‘Oh, all

  right,’ she muttered, rolling her eyes. ‘If I must.’ She drained her glass of wine and belted it out, much louder this time, earning herself several bemused stares from the other

  punters. ‘Kids!’ she exclaimed comically as she ended the call.




  Louise was plastered within an hour, her cheeks pink, her hair dropping out of her ponytail by the minute, and her gesticulations becoming progressively wilder. She had the hump with Mum, she

  told us. ‘Can you believe it, she’s only gone and entered Josh in the Cats’ and Dogs’ Home “Pet Lookalike” competition – with Monty,’ she sniffed

  indignantly. ‘I mean, honestly! How rude is that? Her own grandson – and she’s basically saying she thinks he looks like a flaming Yorkshire terrier!’




  Despite the circumstances, I burst out laughing. Josh was Louise and Chris’s earnest seven-year-old and yes, now that I came to think of it, he did have the same shaggy brown hair and

  mischievous eyes as Monty, Mum and Dad’s grumpy pooch.




  ‘I wouldn’t have minded so much if she’d actually asked us first,’ she spluttered. ‘But she just went and sent off photos of them both without a word. What a

  cheek!’




  ‘What’s the prize?’ Matthew wanted to know. ‘Could Josh win himself a year’s supply of Pedigree Chum?’




  Louise swatted him with a beer mat. ‘No, he bloody can’t,’ she said. ‘The prize is twenty-five pounds to spend in the Cats’ and Dogs’ Home shop. That’s

  handy for us, seeing as we have neither a cat nor a dog, don’t you think? I wonder who’d end up spending that!’




  Ruth – who, as the sole teetotaller of the group, was the only one not slurring her words at this point – patted Louise’s hand. ‘If it makes you feel any better, Mum

  thinks she’s paying Josh a compliment, likening him to Monty,’ she said. ‘I’m serious!’ she added, as we all (with the exception of Louise) roared with laughter again.

  ‘You know how much she dotes on that wretched mutt. Josh must be golden boy for her to have chosen him for the competition.’




  There was a note of envy in Ruth’s voice, and I tried not to groan out loud. She was fiercely competitive with Louise – always had been. Ruth had all but suffered a nervous breakdown

  as a teenager trying to match Louise’s grades in school, whereas Louise was one of those naturally brainy types who floated through life, passing everything with ease, with only the most

  cursory flick-through of revision notes necessary. Worse, she didn’t even seem to notice Ruth snapping frantically at her heels. Even now it rankled with Ruth, clearly.




  I was about to change the subject to safer grounds when Mum and Dad came back into the pub. Everyone stopped laughing abruptly, feeling self-conscious and remembering why we were all there. Mum

  flashed me a look, then sat down, her face pale. She seemed uncharacteristically quiet.




  ‘Are you okay, Mum?’ I asked, reaching over to take her hand. It had been worst for Mum, of course, losing Jo. She looked as if she’d hardly slept since we’d heard the

  news. I knew that today must have been a horrendous ordeal for her.




  ‘Um . . . yes,’ she said after a moment, giving me the same quick glance, as if she was wondering whether or not to tell me something.




  ‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘What’s happened?’




  ‘Well . . .’ she said, twisting her rings on her fingers and not looking at anyone for a second. Then she turned to Dad. ‘You tell them,’ she said. ‘I’m still

  taking it in.’




  Dad cleared his throat. ‘We’ve just been talking to the solicitor about your aunt’s will,’ he began. ‘And it’s a bit peculiar, shall we say.’




  He paused, and I felt my heart step up its pace. It wasn’t like jokey, affable Dad to look so grave. Had Jo died horribly in debt? Was there some dark secret in her will, a love-child,

  maybe?




  His gaze fell on me. ‘She’s left you the café, Evie,’ he said bluntly, and handed over an envelope with my name typed on it. ‘Here – this is for

  you.’




  ‘She’s what?’ I stared at him, and then at Mum, half-expecting them to laugh and tell me they were joking. They didn’t. ‘What do you mean, she’s left

  me the café?’ I said. ‘Are you serious?’




  Mum nodded. ‘That’s what the will said, love.’ She nodded at the letter I was holding. ‘Why don’t you open it?’




  ‘Bloody hell,’ Ruth said tightly. ‘There must be some mistake. She’s really left the beach café to Evie?’




  I looked down at the envelope dumbly, then ripped it open, my fingers fumbling on the paper, my mouth dry all of a sudden. I shot a look at Matthew, who appeared as bewildered as I felt. Ruth

  was right; this had to be a mistake, my brain reasoned. Had to be. Some silly misunderstanding, some cock-up, or . . .




  I pulled out the letter and felt a pang at the sight of Jo’s loopy writing there on the page. It was dated four years earlier, and I gave a choking sort of cry. ‘But this was written

  ages ago. Surely this can’t be . . .’




  Then I fell silent as I read.




  

    

      

        

          Dearest Evie,




          I’ve just had the loveliest weekend with you here in the bay. You remind me so much of myself at your age – full of life, full of dreams, sparkling with energy and

          enthusiasm. I love seeing you here – you always seem at your happiest and most relaxed when you’re down by the sea. And yet I sense that you’re not truly fulfilled, that

          you haven’t yet found your heart’s desire, the peace that comes with pure, deep contentment.




          You might not ever read this letter – maybe life will take some unexpected twists and turns for us both, and my words will become meaningless. But I’d like to state, here

          and now, that in the event of my untimely death, I am leaving you the café in my will.


        


      


    


  




  I stopped reading, unable to take the words in. The sentences were jumbling up before my eyes, and I felt dulled by wine and shock. No way. This couldn’t seriously be happening, could

  it?




  ‘What does it say?’ Ruth urged. ‘Evie?’




  ‘Hang on,’ I mumbled, turning my eyes back to the paper.




  

    

      

        

          Yes, beloved niece, you read that right. You know that you have always been my favourite girl, the daughter I never had. You are the only person to whom I would

          entrust my precious café, because I know you will look after it with the love and care it deserves. I’ve always felt you have a kinship with this place, and I know you can do

          it.




          Excuse an old girl her fancies. As I said, you might never read this letter. But maybe, just maybe, one day you’ll hold it in your hands and I hope you’ll understand and

          respect my wishes.




          Much love




          Jo xxx


        


      


    


  




  I swallowed, my cheeks burning hot suddenly, as blood rushed into my face. Then I folded the letter quickly, not wanting my sisters to read the bit about me being ‘the favourite’.

  Nor did I want Matthew to see the lines about me not having found my heart’s desire. If Jo had written this four years ago, I’d have been going out with him by then. It was the sort of

  thing that would get his back up, bring a bitter gleam to his eye.




  ‘Wow,’ I said, gazing around the table. For a second, a wild fantasy bubbled up in my head: me behind the counter of the café again, serving the most incredible food, being

  awarded Michelin stars, lauded by all the restaurant reviewers in the broadsheets, queues stretching out of the front door . . .




  Louise was grinning broadly. ‘Priceless,’ she said. ‘Oh, she was a devil, wasn’t she? Bonkers!’




  ‘She wasn’t bonkers,’ I said, stung.




  ‘That’s not a nice way to speak of the dead,’ Mum snapped. ‘Admittedly, I don’t know what she was thinking, leaving such a responsibility to Evie,

  but—’




  ‘Well, Evie can just put it on the market, can’t she? Make a few quid, get a nice place in Oxford,’ Ruth put in dismissively. Her voice had a falsely bright topnote betraying

  how furious she really was that I’d been singled out for special attention.




  ‘I am sitting here, thank you very much,’ I reminded them. ‘And I’ve got a nice place in Oxford already, remember.’




  ‘Well—’ Matthew began, and I stiffened as I sensed he was about to correct me.




  ‘All right, we’ve got a nice place,’ I said, before he could get in first. ‘Oh, all right, for heaven’s sake, Matthew’s got a nice place

  that I’m living in, then.’




  There was an awkward pause. Sore point.




  ‘I didn’t mean—’ he started defensively.




  ‘Anyway,’ Ruth said over him. ‘That’s not really relevant, is it? Personally, I don’t think it’s fair that Jo gave you the café. There

  are three of us, after all.’




  ‘Ruth!’ Dad exploded. ‘Poor Jo’s not been in the grave five minutes. How dare you start bitching about the will? You haven’t been forgotten, don’t worry,

  there’s something left for you.’ He looked crosser than I’d seen him for years. ‘Honestly!’




  Ruth lowered her eyes to the table and Tim put an arm around her. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered to nobody in particular.




  Mum looked anxiously at me. ‘Evie, this is obviously a surprise to us all, but there’s no rush to do anything. Dad and I can help you with the legalities of getting the café

  onto the market, and—’




  ‘Who said I wanted to sell it?’ I blurted out. Everything seemed to be moving so quickly. People were making assumptions, making decisions for me. I hadn’t yet had time to work

  through my own thoughts on the bombshell.




  Matthew stared at me. ‘What do you mean?’ he said. ‘Don’t you want to sell it?’




  ‘I . . .’ I began, then stopped. The words of Jo’s letter were still running through my mind; I could almost hear her saying them out loud to me. My fantasy world popped up

  inside my head again – ker-ching! – with a vision of Matthew and me in matching aprons behind the counter, smiling happily at one another as I frothed the milk for cappuccinos and he

  sprinkled on the cocoa powder in a heart shape. We could do it, couldn’t we? We could run away to Cornwall and live here, and . . .




  ‘Because it’s not exactly practical, is it?’ Matthew went on, as if reading my mind. ‘I mean, we both live and work in Oxford.’




  He was right, of course. Completely right. It was ridiculous to daydream about running away. Silly. Childish. My daydream vanished immediately, like smoke in the wind.




  ‘I just need a bit of time,’ I said. I rubbed my eyes, feeling drained. You are the only person to whom I would entrust my precious café, Jo had written. You can

  do it. And here was everyone flogging it, before I’d even had a minute to think. My family, honestly. This was them all over. Couldn’t take the black sheep seriously, even when a

  fully fledged business had fallen into her lap. ‘I’ve got to get my head around this. I haven’t taken it in yet.’




  ‘I’m not surprised,’ Mum said kindly. ‘It’s been one hell of a day. There’s no rush to make any decisions – certainly not tonight anyway. There’s

  plenty of time to sort everything out.’ She gave everyone a tired smile. ‘Let me tell you what else the will said . . .’




  She and Dad began relating what the others had been bequeathed, but I tuned out, unable to stop my mind whirling and spinning with the news. Jo had given me the café. It was mine. I owned

  a business, a building right here in Carrawen!




  There was only one thing I could think of doing. I necked my glass of wine and got to my feet. ‘My round,’ I said. ‘Who wants another?’




  





  Chapter Three




  ‘Evie, have you finished that letter yet? I need it as soon as possible.’




  ‘Evie! Mr Davis wants coffee.’




  ‘Evie, I’ve left a pile of filing on your desk. And don’t forget that the stationery order needs putting through today.’




  It was the following Monday morning, and Carrawen Bay seemed a long, long way away now; a shimmering, unreachable oasis in my mind, a dream I had once had. I was back in Oxford, in a dingy

  office block near the Clarendon Centre, where I was midway through a two-month temping job for the most bad-mannered, ill-humoured group of people in the world, who all seemed to think I had

  superhero abilities when it came to my Everest-like intray.




  I hadn’t had the most illustrious career, it had to be said. After drama school, I’d wanted to tread the boards (or be flung into Hollywood stardom, let’s be honest), but after

  five years when I only managed a few minor roles in theatre productions, and a sole appearance in Casualty as an extra (Overdose Victim), I grudgingly accepted that I was always going to

  be more Hollyoaks than Hollywood, and reluctantly knocked that dream on the head. Then I tried to make it as a photographer, followed by a stint singing in a band, but those career options

  didn’t pan out too well, either. That was the point at which I met Matthew; and then, with Matthew’s encouragement, I’d quit my pub job, gone to secretarial college and had been

  temping ever since. And bored out of my wits. Recently I had finally resigned myself to doing what my parents and sisters had been brainwashing me to do all along – go into teaching.




  Personally I wasn’t convinced I would make the most illustrious teacher. I didn’t have a lot of patience at the best of times, became quickly irritated by whingeing children and,

  worst of all, couldn’t bear the sound of chalk squeaking down a blackboard. My sisters reassured me that it was all whiteboards these days and amazing computer trickery, but I still felt on

  edge at the thought of being in a classroom again. (And don’t get me started on my lifelong fear of school toilets.) However, I’d grudgingly come to the conclusion that perhaps taking a

  teacher-training course might actually be a tad more interesting and worthwhile than staying in Temp Hell for the rest of my days. And, frankly, I’d run out of other options. My family had

  been relieved, to say the least.




  ‘You’re making the right decision,’ Ruth told me, nodding her head with sage approval. ‘Teaching’s not only rewarding, but you’ve got the security of work for

  life. And then, of course, you’ve got your pension too – never too early to be thinking about that.’




  I completely disagreed. In my opinion, taking a job for pension reasons when you were still in your thirties was so mind-bogglingly old-fartish that it should be punishable by law. Besides, I

  wasn’t sure I even wanted ‘work for life’, either – the very phrase filled me with dread. Where did following your dreams and taking chances fit into ‘work

  for life’? What happened to fun and spontaneity?




  The thing was, arguing with Ruth was like arguing with a moving bulldozer; you were always going to be squashed eventually, whether you liked it or not. You could protest all you wanted to about

  fun and dreams and risk-taking, but get her on the subject of mortgages and family responsibilities and she was unstoppable.




  So, duly flattened, I’d done the safe, sensible thing and applied for a place on a course at Oxford Brookes. Much to my surprise, I’d actually been offered one. I’d almost

  laughed in disbelief when the letter had arrived. They really thought I was a suitable candidate for being a teacher? Clearly my acting skills had been magnificent during the interview.

  Suckers!




  Anyway, the course started in four months’ time, in September, and originally, knowing how intensive and full-on-exhausting a PGCE was meant to be, I’d had vague plans to take some

  time off before it started and enjoy my last months of freedom. I could decorate the house, dig out my camera and do some photography, sort out the garden, or maybe even take a last-hurrah holiday

  somewhere hot and exotic – perhaps I could squeeze in an India trip after all . . .




  ‘It’s probably better for you to get as much work as you can before September,’ Matthew had pointed out, though. ‘If I’m going to put your name on the mortgage,

  you’ve got to pay your way, really. She who pays, stays, and all that.’




  I’d never heard that particular maxim before, but I supposed he was right. It wasn’t fair to expect him to cough up for everything while I took a year off work in order to do the

  course, and I was a liberated twenty-first-century woman who was happy to pay my share of the bills, and what-have-you. So no, I wasn’t in hot, dusty India, with my hair in braids, sporting a

  henna tattoo as I haggled in a market for a silver bangle. I wasn’t on a palm beach either, engrossed in a fat blockbuster novel and soaking up the rays. Instead, I was typing and

  photocopying and filing and coffee-making for the slave-masters and -mistresses in the torture dungeon – I mean offices – of the Crossland Finance Solutions company. And yes, it was

  every bit as dull and demeaning and dire as it sounded.




  There was one guy there, Colin Davis – Mr Davis to me – who particularly drove me nuts. He was a fat slug of a man in a tight brown suit, with greasy hair, bulging eyes and

  bright-pink skin that always seemed to have a sheen of sweat. He must have been nearing fifty, but acted more like a twenty-year-old lout, forever making derogatory remarks about the female members

  of staff, and churning out endless macho twaddle about who he’d like to ‘do’ (Katie Price, Alesha Dixon and Cheryl Cole usually, although there were many variations) and what,

  exactly, he’d like to do to them. More recently, he also seemed to have taken a liking to my bottom, grabbing it, patting it and pinching it whenever he got the chance, which wasn’t

  often, if I could help it. I had perfected the Colin Davis swerve pretty quick, I can tell you.




  (I know what you’re thinking: why didn’t someone report the slimeball to management, and get him sacked? That was the problem. He was management, and he wasn’t going

  anywhere – other than to prowl around my desk and perv.)




  I kept begging the temp agency to find me another position, but they weren’t sympathetic. ‘We haven’t got anything else suitable,’ they would say each time I phoned in

  desperation. Of course they’d say that. They were getting a juicy commission, after all, for every hour I suffered working in that hole. Why would they want to pull the emergency cord on this

  particular gravy train?




  ‘I said, I needed that letter as soon as possible! How long does it take to type a few pages?’ There he was now, buzzing through from his office on the intercom. Horrible

  toad of a man. How I wished he’d hop off.




  ‘Sorry, Mr Davis,’ I replied insincerely. ‘It’s coming right up.’ Then I muffled the intercom speaker quickly, not wanting to hear his inevitable ‘gag’

  about something else that would be ‘coming right up’, if I was lucky. Ugh.




  I bashed out the letter – something very boring about tax rates – while visions of Carrawen Bay swam through my thoughts. Waking up hungover to the back teeth on the morning after

  the funeral in a too-hot B&B bedroom hadn’t been a lot of fun, but there was no better place to have a hangover than on a beach, in my opinion. I knew that all it would take would be a

  blast of that bracing, briny air against my skin, the sea breeze ruffling my hair and cleansing my lungs, and my spirits would be well and truly lifted.




  It had been drizzling, but after breakfast Matthew and I had pulled on our coats and tramped down to the bay to walk off our stodgy fry-ups. Sure enough, I felt better within minutes as the

  blustery air slapped me about the cheeks. Ozone-tastic!




  It gave me a jolt to see the café again as we reached the sand dunes and headed down the steep, twisting path to the bay itself. The events of the previous day skidded into my head (the

  will, the letter from Jo, the shocking news that I’d inherited the business) and I found myself staring at the café – my café – as if seeing it for the first time.

  My café. It seemed dream-like, unreal, as if I’d imagined the whole thing.




  We’d reached the bottom of the path by now, and stepped onto the beach. It was low tide, and the waves had left curved ripples, like scales, on the wet sand. Clumps of bladderwrack lay

  black and glistening where the tide had dumped them, and the wind tugged at what was left of my cropped hair, tickling the back of my bare neck. The beach was empty, except for us and a man with a

  lolloping black Labrador and two little blonde girls in spotty wellies, who were shrieking and running around with the dog.




  I couldn’t help veering towards the café, drawn helplessly to it. Mum and Dad had stayed overnight up in Jo’s flat there, as Mum had wanted to make sure all the practicalities

  had been taken care of: the fridge emptied, the heating turned off, the windows securely locked, that kind of thing. ‘Come on,’ I said to Matthew. ‘Let’s go in, have a cup

  of tea and talk to the staff.’




  He wrinkled his nose suspiciously. ‘Evie, wouldn’t it be better not to get caught up emotionally in this? What are you going to say? I mean—’




  I knew what he meant. He wanted me to get shot of the whole caboodle as quickly as it had landed in my lap. Why say anything to anyone? Why get involved? Maybe it would be easy for him

  to do that without becoming sentimental, but me, I wasn’t made like that. ‘Matthew, the café was Jo’s. How can I react any way other than emotionally?’ I snapped. I

  wished he didn’t have to be so down on the place. I wished—




  ‘Evie, Mr Davis has asked for coffee again. How much longer are you going to be?’




  A sharp, nasal voice broke into my thoughts. I looked up from my computer screen to see Jacqueline, Mr Davis’s PA, glaring at me between her thickly mascaraed false eyelashes. It was like

  being confronted by Bambi with a bad attitude.




  ‘Two minutes,’ I said evenly, trying not to rise to her goading. It struck me as ridiculous that Mr Davis couldn’t actually drag his fat arse to the kitchen to make his own

  coffee, if he was dying of thirst; and presumably Jacqueline, who was only a glorified secretary herself, felt it beneath her too. What was so demeaning about – gasp! – flicking a

  switch on a kettle with your own finger, for God’s sake, or walking to the Starbucks on the High Street, even?




  Jo had never treated her staff like scum, never bullied them, never made them feel crap. You could tell from the way they’d all turned up at her funeral with lowered heads and tears in

  their eyes. According to Mum, the café had been closed for a few days after her death out of respect, and when we dropped in on Saturday, the staff who were working there still looked

  shell-shocked. My gaze had automatically flicked to the counter, expecting to see Jo at the coffee machine, sharing a joke and a laugh with a customer. Of course she wasn’t, though.




  The café wasn’t huge, but it gave the illusion of space, with its high timbered ceiling, and the large windows and glass doors that opened out onto the deck. Inside, there were

  eight tables, and a couple of booths by the windows. Outside, there were wooden tables and chairs, with colourful beach umbrellas that provided shade when the sun was blazing down. On hot days, the

  glass doors could be folded back so that the breeze floated inside, although on cooler days the doors were shut tight, and the place felt cosy and warm, especially when you saw the white-headed

  waves churning tempestuously as they rushed foaming up the beach.




  Jo had always made the cakes and pastries herself, and it gave me another pang to see the cake counter empty that day. Clearly nobody had felt up to filling her shoes when it came to providing

  the most sinfully delicious chocolate brownies in Cornwall, or the yummiest fruity flapjacks. Oh, Jo . . . It seemed impossible that she wasn’t ever going to walk out of the kitchen again

  with a tray of freshly baked goodies. ‘Get one of these down you,’ she’d always say.




  I wondered how the staff were feeling about working in the café now. Cornwall didn’t exactly have high employment rates, and they were surely worrying about their future job

  prospects. One of the girls behind the counter looked barely sixteen, with her fresh little face and henna-red ponytail. What would she do if the café closed? What would any of them do? It

  wasn’t just a business I had inherited, it was people’s lives too.




  I tried to shake the red-haired girl’s face out of my head and return to the real world, this Oxford office world, as I waited for Mr Davis’s letter to print. It was taking ages, I

  registered dimly, glancing over at the printer. Then I noticed that a red light was flashing ominously. PRINTER ERROR, the display panel read.
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