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Chapter One


Freya closed her eyes and sank back against the stark college walls, head in hands. Taking a deep, shaky breath, she wished she could rewind the clock fifteen minutes. Don’t cry, she urged herself. Whatever you do, don’t cry. There had to be some sort of mistake. But when she opened her eyes, a four-letter word was still staring back at her in bold black ink, and not the one she’d been expecting.


At the bottom of her Master of Arts results slip was the word ‘FAIL’.


Freya didn’t understand. How could she have failed? For the past four months, she’d sacrificed everything in her life to focus on her final project. She’d quit the three jobs she’d been working in an assortment of bars and cafés, rarely seen her friends, plus she and her boyfriend Matt had become ships that passed in the night. She had believed the sacrifice would be worth it but now she had no money, no job and no degree. She didn’t know what stung most: wasting her money on the tuition fees, or having some faceless examiner think she was lacking in artistic merit. She winced at the thought.


Freya paced up and down the corridor, not knowing what to do next. From inside the studio, she could hear the popping of Prosecco corks and jubilant exchanges between her peers. Should she try to sneak out from a different exit, or should she fake it? She tried to muster up a bright smile but her lips wouldn’t stop wobbling. It was no use. There was no way she could pretend it was all fine, not when her stomach was churning with disbelief and her brain was struggling to process her result. You’re in shock, she told herself as she attempted a deep breath.


The office door swung open, and Freya glanced up to see Audrey Harper, her final project supervisor, coming towards her, arms open.


‘Freya, darling! I did all I could to try and get you a pass, honestly I did,’ she cooed sympathetically as she bundled Freya into a hug. ‘But the examiners were a tough bunch to please this year.’ She lowered her voice and shared, ‘Actually, no one got what they deserved, despite all the celebrating.’ She indicated towards the studio as a cheer sounded.


Freya wiped her eyes. ‘But no one else failed, did they?’


Audrey looked sheepish and considered her answer for a lot longer than necessary. ‘No. Oh, Freya, don’t look so glum, I fought tooth and nail for a better mark, honestly, but there was no budging them. You can appeal the decision, you know? I could try and track down some more sympathetic external examiners?’


‘What’s the point?’ Freya shrugged, accepting the tissue Audrey handed her and dabbing at her eyes. ‘This has all been a huge mistake. It wasn’t my best work. If only—’


‘Stop! Don’t beat yourself up. You tried so much harder than anyone else. The examiners didn’t really understand the concept, but we can work on that – tidying it all up, fixing it so that it passes and you can resubmit next year. If you wish,’ she added. ‘No pressure.’


Freya’s stomach dropped. She didn’t think she could ever face picking up a pencil again, let alone resubmitting her failed final project. She was artistically burned out. ‘Thanks, but I haven’t got the money for a retake. I’ve put everything I had into this… for what?’ Freya started to sob and tried to catch the tears with the now-soggy tissue. She dreaded having to break the news to her friends and family, having to face their sympathetic looks and the inevitable suspicions that she just didn’t have any talent. Surely her first-class undergraduate degree hadn’t lied?


Audrey bundled her into another hug. ‘There, there, get it out. Art is a cruel business because it comes from the heart of us. Please, don’t take it personally. This is not about you or your talent, Freya. You are a good artist – your eye for detail is astounding. You have quite a bit more talent than most other people on your course. Natural talent too, not just talent bought with Daddy’s money.’


Freya had to smile at that. ‘But in this case talent doesn’t mean anything, does it?’ Audrey opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. Freya sighed bitterly. ‘I should’ve done fine art, not contemporary art.’


‘Maybe, but hindsight is a wonderful thing.’ Audrey stepped back. ‘Here’s what I suggest you do. Touch up your make-up, make the most of all that free fizz and go on holiday – take a break, read a book, go cycling, I don’t know, just do something different. But don’t try to make art. It’ll come back when you least expect it. And I’m here anytime you want to chat. I know this has been a huge shock for you and it’s probably not sunk in yet. If you want to come back and resubmit, or appeal the decision, let me know and I’ll see what magic I can work.’ She waggled her bejewelled fingers in a witchy way and dropped her voice. ‘You deserve success, Freya. You’re one of the best pupils I’ve had in a long time, and all your hard work will pay off, I’m sure.’


Freya filed away Audrey’s words for contemplation later. ‘Thanks, I don’t feel any of that, but thank you. You’ve been such a support.’


Audrey smiled and winked. ‘Now, go off and enjoy yourself. And keep in touch! Toodle-pip.’


Freya sighed as she watched her bustle back into the office. Being Audrey’s favourite was not going to help pay the rent. She checked her phone – nothing from Matt, which irked her. He knew it was results day. Although she wasn’t relishing telling him she’d failed. She wondered if she could pretend she’d passed, but when she ducked into the toilets, her smudged mascara told a different story. Freya stood back and studied herself, all dressed up like a winner: the white dress covered with rainbow stars, which she’d found in a vintage shop; her long dark hair waved and curled as if she was going to a premiere; expertly applied make-up all faded.


She did her best to patch it up, reapplied her lipstick and headed back into the studio, head held as high as she could manage. Her peers had gone, leaving a half-drunk bottle of fizz next to a note telling her which pub they’d be in. Freya picked up the bottle and took a swig – the bubbles went up her nose, making her sneeze – and then crumpled up the note and tossed it in the bin. One silver lining of finishing her master’s was never having to see her smug, overindulged, entitled colleagues ever again.


Freya left the college building and headed out onto the busy Central London streets, into the crowds of commuters surging aggressively around her. She swigged again from the bottle of fizz and wandered slowly, aimlessly, naturally weaving through the tourists taking selfies. She allowed her eyes to stray up over the tall, imposing buildings, but that only made her feel even smaller than she already did.


When she reached the pub her colleagues were in, she paused and tried to compose herself into a picture of success. But she could barely muster a smile. Stuff it, she thought, I’m not going. I really don’t care and neither do they. She fished her phone out of her bag and took a selfie, posing with the bottle of champagne and pulling a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Ugh. She thrust the phone away, ignoring all the message notifications. How could she post on social media that she was a verified failure?


Her feet took her towards Trafalgar Square, a path Freya had regularly wandered when she needed a break from the claustrophobic creativity of the studio. Nelson’s Column stretched into the evening sky, and the open space gave Freya some peace. Everyone was small against this backdrop. On her breaks, she had loved to meander around the National or the Portrait galleries, daydreaming about her own future successes hanging on similar hallowed walls. As she perched on the steps now, those dreams dissipated. Freya was embarrassed that she’d ever thought herself anything like Turner, Constable or Van Gogh. Head in hands, she sat there for a few minutes, allowing London to flow around her.


Her phone beeped, and she checked it; still not Matt. Something unpleasant settled in her stomach. He couldn’t have forgotten it was results day; she’d written it on their shared kitchen calendar in pink sparkly ink.


Freya lifted the bottle and realized the fizz was finished. Enjoying the decadent way it blurred her edges, she hoisted herself up, stuck the empty bottle in a bin and went in search of more. Nothing fancy – Tesco would do. As evening started to close in, Freya knew she would have to head home. Briefly, she wondered if Matt would even notice if she didn’t turn up. Probably not.


She hopped onto the tube towards Angel where she would swap it for the bus that would take her to the flat she shared with Matt. Her stomach rumbled, and she realized she’d not eaten all day, so before jumping on the bus, Freya nipped into a kebab shop and bought some chips. It seemed faintly ridiculous to be eating a greasy end-of-the-night snack at barely seven o’clock, but she greedily polished them off before heading home.


Home was a little ground-floor flat near Newington Green into which Freya and Matt had moved soon after graduating from university. Freya recalled that hopeful day: their scant possessions, the smug feeling of being proper grown-ups, the Chinese takeaway they’d eaten among the debris of half-constructed IKEA furniture. The memory still brought a smile to Freya’s face. However, there hadn’t been much to smile about recently. The flat had become a battleground for their opposing personalities – Matt’s neat lines born of years of graphic design, and Freya’s boho creativity, or ‘mess’ as Matt had started to not-so-affectionately call it. Matt was keenly saving for a soulless city flat, and Freya’s guilt that she couldn’t provide more towards their living costs, other than paying a few bills and buying food, nibbled away at her.


Freya lingered outside the door for a few moments and tried to formulate the words she’d been failing to think of since leaving the college. Maybe he’s not in? she thought hopefully. After all, the past few weeks had been full of business meetings and late nights. He was after a promotion, but that was as much as Freya remembered.


In the past, Matt had always been the one to make things better, had always been her biggest fan, and she clutched at this in the desperate hope that he would tell her it would all be fine. Like he had so many times before.


Freya turned her key in the door and pushed it open. Gently closing it behind her, she paused and listened. From the living room came the electric sounds of guns being fired and a flicker of blue light. So, Matt was home, playing computer games. Freya took a deep breath to still her sudden flash of anger and counted to ten before pushing open the door.


‘Hey,’ she said, trying for nonchalant, but Matt didn’t even glance up, just grabbed his bottle of beer for another swig. She stared at him, still in his work clothes minus the tie and jacket, not one strand of his neatly cropped blonde hair out of place, a half-eaten Chinese on the coffee table in front of him. Freya stared in disbelief as the man she’d spent seven years of her life with continued to kill cartoon zombies without even a glance in her direction. Not giving it a second thought, she marched over to the TV and pulled out the plug.


Matt leapt up with a wail. ‘Hey! I was playing that! It’s taken me weeks to reach that level.’ The controller dangled helplessly from his hand as he looked from the TV to Freya and back again.


Anger rose inside her. ‘Do you know what day it is?’


‘Tuesday?’ Matt shrugged, then, seeing her clouded face, asked, ‘What?’


‘Results day,’ she supplied. ‘My master’s results day. Only the most important day of the year.’


Matt at least had the decency to look slightly guilty as he sunk back onto the sofa. ‘Oh. That. How did it go?’


Freya perched on the edge of the armchair. She probably could’ve got away with not telling him. Could have pretended everything was fine. The urge to lie was strong. She could already feel his judgement seeping into the room. Freya placed the bottle of fizz on the floor, knowing she wasn’t going to get any sympathy. ‘It was awful,’ she began, ‘a really tough year apparently. They marked everyone down.’ She risked a glance at Matt, who was staring at her, impatient for her to get on with it. Freya ripped the plaster off. ‘I failed, Matt. They failed me.’ She choked on sobs; saying it out loud made it horribly real.


Freya watched Matt’s reaction. Instead of leaping off the sofa to comfort her, he rubbed his face and swore under his breath.


‘Jesus Christ, Freya, what a waste. You’ve literally spent thousands on that stupid degree.’


Stunned, Freya stared at him in disbelief. ‘I know. You don’t need to make me feel any worse,’ she snapped. ‘Audrey said I can resubmit or appeal the decision.’


Matt shook his head. ‘I can’t do this anymore, Freya. I’m sorry, we need to talk.’


Those dreaded words settled on her like lead. They never preceded anything pleasant. Freya remained silent and watched Matt’s face churn as he tried to find the right words.


‘Freya, before I start, I want you to understand how hard this is for me. I’ve come close to saying all this several times, but I always bit my tongue.’ Matt glanced down at his feet before looking back at her, face twisted with guilt. ‘Freya, I think it’s time you grew up and stopped hoping you’ll win the Turner prize, or whatever it is you’re after. I know art is important to you, but you’re trying to make a life out of a silly hobby. We’re twenty-seven now – adults, not children. Yes, it was cute when we met at university, but honestly, I thought by now you’d have grown up and got some sense of responsibility. Instead, you’re wafting around like you’re on some higher mission, throwing paint around, or bending coat hangers or whatever it is you do. I just don’t care about it. You need to stop all this pissing about and get a proper job.’


Freya opened her mouth to protest, to try to defend herself, but then she thought again about those four black letters on her results slip. Maybe he had a point.


‘You’ve never sold anything,’ he continued. ‘Dreams aren’t going to pay the rent, are they? And I’m sick and tired of working all these hours to support you. When you’re not painting you’re working in some seedy pub or coffee shop and you think that’s okay! You think that’s contributing! Buying food or paying the water bill isn’t enough, Freya. I can’t carry us both anymore, especially not now. I’m being lined up for promotion. What are you going to do? I am working my arse off to become a partner in the firm and I need someone who is supportive, who I can take along to corporate events, who has the same drive as me. I’m sorry, Freya – it was great when we were students, but you just don’t fit anymore.’ He signalled to her floaty dress.


Stunned into silence, Freya stared at him. Matt’s words spun as her brain tried to process them. She opened her mouth to tell him she’d do better, that she’d go on that teacher training course her parents kept dropping hints about, but she stopped and looked at him – really looked at him. Sitting across from her was not the sweet boy she’d met in the student union bar, who’d carried her home after one too many tropical VKs. This was not the man who’d slid cartoons under her dorm room door in a bid to woo her. Or who had taken her up the Eiffel Tower and drunk champagne they couldn’t afford on her twenty-first birthday. The man sitting across from her was a Matt-shaped stranger. It was like Freya was seeing him properly for the first time in years. There was no denying it: since Freya had started her master’s a year and a half ago, they had grown apart.


‘I’m sorry, Matt. I had no idea you felt like that. Why didn’t you say something before? We could’ve tried, I don’t know, to fix things?’ Freya sniffed, determined not to cry. ‘I thought you were okay with this arrangement until I got my MA.’


Matt glanced down at his clasped hands. ‘But you haven’t got it, have you?’ He sat back and sighed. ‘I thought I was okay with it too, but recently I’ve realized I’m not.’


‘How long have you felt like this?’


‘Since Christmas. There was all that pressure for us to get engaged – all those little hints – and it just made me realize it was the last thing I wanted.’ He pulled a face.


‘Oh, Matt, it was hardly that bad,’ she shot back venomously.


‘I couldn’t understand how no one else could see it wasn’t working. Did you have no idea?’


Freya shook her head slowly and admitted, ‘I guess I was too wrapped up in other things. You talk about what you’ve done, what you’ve given – I’ve given you seven years of my life too, you know. This isn’t all about you.’


They lapsed into a final, spent silence. Neither of them needed to voice that this was clearly the end. Matt stood up and stretched. ‘I’ll get some of my things and go and stay at Sudhir’s for a couple of nights, give you a couple of days to move out.’


‘But where am I meant to go?’


Matt shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Start taking some responsibility. Stand on your own two feet. I’ll get my stuff.’


Freya slumped back into the chair, exhausted. What the hell was she going to do now? She glanced around the living room until her eyes fell on the bottle of Prosecco next to her bag. Well, there was nothing else for it. She popped the cork and took a long swig. Oblivion would work for now.










Chapter Two


For a few blissful moments before opening her eyes, Freya forgot everything that had happened the previous day. Rolling over, she snuggled into the duvet, enjoying the morning light streaming through the window, having forgotten to close the curtains. Then, thanks to the pressure in her bladder and the banging in her head, the sheer awfulness of the previous day made an unwelcome return. Freya struggled out of bed and made her way to the bathroom, dizzy and disorientated. Catching sight of herself in the mirror – tangled hair and panda eyes – results day came back to her in all its horrific life-changing glory. The fail. Being dumped by Matt. Oh God. The two bottles of fizz. Her stomach heaved, but nothing came up. Freya sat back against the bath until the nausea passed. There was no way she could face this mess without tea and toast.


The flat was quiet, which wasn’t abnormal since Matt was an early riser and usually hit the gym before heading to the office, but something about this silence felt final. It was a silence that was waiting for her to move out.


Freya filled the kettle. Where on earth would she go? Her stomach heaved again when she realized she would have to call her parents and tell them everything. They had texted her the previous night but had assumed she was out celebrating and Freya had seen no reason to disabuse them of that notion. Going back home was the last thing Freya wanted, but she doubted she’d be able to earn enough money to rent a room in London.


The kettle boiled and Freya made her tea. The kitchen clock told her it was just after eight. Was that all? Far too early to be making rash life decisions. She bought herself some time by sticking a couple of slices of bread in the toaster, and while waiting for it, she pushed open the window. Outside, the day was bright with early-summer promise.


Mechanically, Freya drank her tea and munched her toast while flicking through everyone else’s social media drivel. And there, staring back at her, was the photo Freya had posted in her results day dress. There were over a hundred likes and loads of comments wishing her luck and asking how it had gone. Her thumb hovered as she prepared to type a response, but she couldn’t find a way to sugar-coat the fail into something digestible for social media. Freya closed the app and pushed her phone away, tears spilling over again. More tears? She hadn’t thought she had any left. She frantically tried to wipe them away.


Needing crisis talks, Freya fired off a quick text to her best friends, Lily and Fiona, asking them to meet that evening. They quickly texted back with a time and the name of their usual bar. The familiarity of the suggestion warmed Freya. Usually, they met to discuss one of Fiona’s disastrous dates, so it was weird to think it would be Freya’s broken heart they’d be trying to patch up this time. Having never been dumped before, Freya had no idea what she was supposed to do next. Guzzle a tub of ice cream? Cut all her hair off? Burn Matt’s stuff? Hmm… the latter was very tempting, but she didn’t have the cash to replace anything, and he’d one hundred per cent expect her to foot the bill for new suits. When on earth had he morphed into such a corporate git, she wondered. Probably around the time he realized he was forking out for a girlfriend who was completely away with the fairies on some hare-brained artistic mission. Freya hid her face in her hands, embarrassed that she’d allowed him to cover all of the rent. It wasn’t very twenty-first century of her, she thought with a mix of guilt and mortification.


After a bout of ugly, snotty crying, Freya couldn’t believe that it was still only nine a.m. The practical part of her brain kicked in, reminding her that she needed to pack up and make a plan. With her emergency meeting set up for that evening, Freya tapped back into social media and unfriended Matt, which was slightly less satisfying than she expected it to be. She took one last look at his smug face posing outside his office building and closed his profile. She then clicked on her own status box and sat staring at it for a few moments. As she typed, she told herself it wasn’t a lie, that she was just being economical with the truth.




MA over and done! Exhausted! I need a holiday!





Satisfied that would keep questions at bay for a while, Freya went and scrubbed away the emotional dirt from the previous night under a long, hot shower.


Refreshed and dressed, Freya surveyed the mess that was the bedroom. She had only one suitcase… and no idea where to start. The idea of picking through their accumulated lives and packing up her bits felt overwhelming, and she sank down onto the bed. If she rang her parents, she knew her dad would load up the car with bags and boxes and drive down the very same day. Everything would be packed up and she’d be spirited away to Bedford. It was a comforting thought, but Freya wasn’t ready to admit that sort of defeat. Needing some space, she slipped on her Converse and grabbed her bag. A walk usually helped clear her head. It was an absolutely beautiful day, the sort of day that filled people with hopeful thoughts of picnics, beer gardens and summer dresses. But Freya hardly took it in, her mind too wrapped up in what had happened with Matt – which at least distracted her from dwelling on her failed degree.


How had she been so blind to the situation? How had she managed to convince herself that Matt’s non-committal grunts at her art were him being supportive? What she failed to comprehend was, if he believed her artistic ambitions to be so childish, why hadn’t he said anything earlier? Freya winced as she recalled everything he’d thrown at her the previous night. But maybe he had tried to talk to her and she’d just buried her head into pots of paint? Freya wracked her brain, going over the past couple of years, and was ashamed at what she turned up. She had been so engrossed in the idea of herself as this great artist that she had pretty much neglected everything else. Freya chewed on her bottom lip as the realization dawned that she was responsible for the mess she was in. The blame couldn’t all be heaped at Matt’s feet.


The past was too big to contemplate, and what she really needed to do now was figure out the immediate future. There would be plenty of time to chew over what had happened once she was more settled. Freya pushed open the door to a café and, while waiting in the queue, realized she had hardly enough skills to cover the back of a receipt let alone a CV. The hopelessness of her situation engulfed her as she waited to place an order she probably couldn’t afford. The cappuccino and millionaire’s shortbread were a guilty luxury, but didn’t she deserve something nice after the shitty day she’d had?


‘One cappuccino, please, and a slice of millionaire’s shortbread?’ she asked the barista, a young man with floppy dark curls. Then on a whim, enquired, ‘Do you have any jobs here?’


He pushed her coffee over to her and shook his head. ‘Sorry, no, but if you want to leave a CV we can keep it on file?’


Freya smiled and shook her head. ‘Thanks.’ She had no CV to leave anyway, so she picked up her coffee and overpriced treat and headed to the armchair in the corner. She sprinkled sugar over the coffee’s foamy top and watched it sink in. Then she placed her phone on the table next to it and allowed herself a moment of silence.


The temptation to break down – to just lie on the floor until someone came and scooped her up – was overwhelming. But she had too much to do. She needed to pack, which she would start as soon as she got in. Then she’d print off her CV and hand it out everywhere. Maybe Lily or Fiona would let her camp out for a few nights? Or she could just go home. Right now, the thought of being looked after by her parents was comforting. It would be a breather. Maybe her sister, Olivia, a museum curator, could help fix her up with something? At least at home she would be loved, even if going there would be the cherry on top of her epic failure.


No, packing and CV first, Freya told herself as she sipped her drink, which was a little stronger than she liked. Her phone started to ring, and Freya froze. If it was her parents, she would have to bite the bullet and tell them. Putting down her cup, Freya lifted her phone, relief washing over her when ‘Lola’ flashed across the screen. Bar the odd text and social media update, Freya hadn’t heard from Lola since her friend had announced she was buying a café down in Cornwall earlier in the year.


‘Hello!’ Freya said brightly. ‘How are you? It’s been ages!’


‘I know! I’m fine. More importantly, how are you, my darling?’ Lola’s voice was tinged with concern.


Freya swallowed. She’d forgotten that her friend was blessed with ‘second sight’ and had regularly made ends meet fortune-telling. ‘Erm, not so good,’ Freya said. There was no point in lying.


‘So, tell your Auntie Lola what’s happened. How did your results go?’


‘Lola, I failed,’ Freya told her in a small voice. ‘An outright fail. Audrey said she tried to get them to pass me but they wouldn’t.’


‘Oh, hon, I’m so sorry! You put so much into it. What are you going to do now?’


‘No idea. I can appeal the decision or resubmit next year. Audrey said she’d find some more sympathetic external examiners, but I have no money. I left my jobs to concentrate on this.’ Freya sniffed and took some deep breaths to stop herself from crying. ‘This was everything for me, Lola, I put everything into it. It was supposed to be my biggest moment.’


‘Don’t cry, it’ll all be okay. You’re talented, you don’t need a degree to tell anyone that,’ Lola pointed out. ‘What did Matt say?’


Freya took another shaky breath, aware that the barista was watching her. ‘He dumped me. Apparently my artistic ambitions are childish, and he’s going for a big promotion so needs a partner who fits the corporate image better.’


‘No! What a toerag! Oh, Freya, I think you’re better off without him. What a git! Corporate my arse!’ Lola scoffed.


‘It gets better, Lola: I have to move out. I have nowhere to go and no job. I’m just putting off calling my parents and admitting defeat. It’s all gone completely to shit.’ While the situation did seem hopeless, Freya had to admit that she felt less alone having shared her misfortune with Lola.


‘You clearly weren’t on the right path,’ Lola said mystically. ‘The universe has a habit of shoving you off the wrong path quite violently if you’re not reading the signs properly. Come and stay with me. Come for a holiday – stay as long as you like! That’s why I’m ringing, I saw your Facebook post about needing a break.’


‘I can’t do that,’ Freya protested, even though the thought of a holiday was more than tempting. ‘Wouldn’t everyone just say I ran away?’


‘Nonsense. You can come and work in my café over the summer. With all this talk of a heatwave, I think we’ll be busy. I know you have coffee-making skills – it’s all you’ve done other than paint for the past God knows how many years. Think about it. It’ll give you some space and perspective to think about what you really want. When does Matt want you out?’


‘Soon as possible. He’s sleeping on a friend’s sofa.’


‘Perfect!’


‘No, Lola, I can’t. I can’t impose on you.’


‘Oh, Freya, stop being a martyr to your misery. I’m inviting you down – you won’t be imposing, you’ll be helping. You can stay with me and help in the café. Nope, stop it, I won’t hear any more protests. Just book your train and let me know your arrival time. That is, of course, unless you’d like to go back to your parents’?’ Lola dangled the alternative.


Freya closed her eyes and took a deep breath. It had been years since she’d had a holiday, and Cornwall was a lot more tempting than her childhood bedroom in Bedford. It was hardly a choice, really. ‘Okay, Lola, you’ve twisted my arm. I’ll go home, pack up and book my train ticket.’


Lola let out a whoop of joy. ‘I can’t wait! You’ll love it. Oh, that’s the bell, I’d better go. I have a cake to bake and a customer’s just come in. Love you, see you soon!’ She hung up before Freya could return the sentiment.


Freya sat back and stared at her phone, fresh excitement fizzing in her belly. If she had to run away, then the seaside was the perfect destination. She sipped her now tepid coffee, opened the train app on her phone and searched for the cheapest tickets, booking them without a second thought.





Freya was running late as always, but at least this time she actually had an excuse, she reasoned as she jumped off the bus and ran to the pub. Her chat with Lola had lifted her spirits greatly, and once back at the flat, she’d grabbed a few black bin liners and crammed them full of anything she didn’t think she’d need in her new life, ready for the charity shop. She doubted she’d need dangly earrings or slightly tacky going-out handbags in Cornwall. By the time she should have been leaving to meet her friends, three fat bags were sitting by the door ready for collection. She’d quickly changed out of her holey leggings, slapped on a bit of make-up and made her way to the pub.


Pausing to catch her breath and straighten out her hair, Freya looked through the window at her two best friends sitting on a high table, a bottle of fizz on ice between them. Shit, she’d have to tell them. Freya’s stomach turned and she took a fortifying breath. She knew Lily and Fiona would understand; they’d bonded over tea and Hobnobs on their first night in student accommodation, and despite studying an array of different subjects, they had been inseparable since. Well, maybe not so much since Freya started her master’s and her friends started chasing promotions, but still, they were a very welcome and comforting sight for sore eyes.


She pushed open the door and stepped inside. The bar was modern with pale grey walls and ferns dotted about the place. Fiona spotted Freya first and, leaping off her stool, grabbed the bottle of fizz and popped it while whooping and screaming ‘Congratulations!’ Lily held out a hand to stop her spraying them all in the style of Formula One drivers. The overenthusiastic display drew everyone’s attention.


Freya’s face flushed as she bundled them into a hug. ‘Seriously, ladies, calm down.’


Fiona poured out three glasses and passed them around. ‘Cheers! To Freya Harris – the next big thing in the art world!’


‘Ah, about that…’ Freya winced as she took a seat and waited for her friends to calm down. Once she had their attention, she took a deep breath and, proud that her voice shook only slightly, announced, ‘I… erm… failed. They failed me.’ Lily and Fiona stared at her in disbelief. ‘They said it was a really tough year; the examiners marked everyone down and I got a fail.’ Freya gave them a sad smile; it was getting slightly easier to say each time.


‘Oh my God!’ Fiona gasped. ‘That’s awful. But your project was so good! I loved it.’


‘But not good enough, apparently.’ Freya took a sip of her bubbles and then put her glass down; it was a bit too soon for fizz after that morning’s hangover.


‘What are you going to do now?’ Lily, ever the practical one, asked.


Freya outlined her options: resubmit or appeal, already knowing she’d do neither. Watching the bubbles in her glass, she made her next announcement. ‘Ladies, that’s not all of it. When I got home, Matt was in. He thinks my artistic ambitions are childish and so he dumped me.’ She watched as both her friends’ mouths dropped open; somehow telling them both and seeing the outrage on their faces took the edge off her pain.


‘What a dick,’ Lily spat as Fiona jumped off her stool and gave Freya a reassuring squeeze.


‘He has seemed quite full of himself lately,’ Fiona said. ’What happened?’


Between sips of fizz and sniffles, Freya recounted the whole sorry story. ‘The thing I’m most embarrassed about is how I thought everything was okay. He’s right, to an extent – I did just swan around doing arty things while he worked hard. But I just thought we were going through a rough patch, that once I’d graduated it would all go back to how it was. I’d start earning money with my art and it’d be more equal. Apparently, his ambitions mean he needs a more “corporate” partner.’


‘Oh my God, Freya, sounds like you’re better off without him.’ Fiona pulled a face. ‘What an idiot.’


Lily topped up their glasses. ‘Seriously, Freya, I agree he’s a prize moron, but did you really not see any of this coming? We’ve not seen you out together for months, not since Matt’s birthday back in January, and you were hardly acting like love’s young dream then.’


‘What? We’ve been together seven years; we aren’t love’s young dream, Lils.’ Freya stared at her friends. ‘Hang on, you’re both saying you could see this coming?’


Fiona cast a guilty look at Lily. ‘Sort of. You didn’t seem happy. Either of you.’


‘I was concentrating on my master’s,’ Freya said, but it was starting to feel less like an excuse and more like the sole cause of all her problems. ‘Oh my gosh, I’ve really messed everything up, haven’t I? This is all my fault for doing that stupid degree. Now I have no job, no home, no degree and no boyfriend.’


Fiona gasped and clapped her hands together. ‘You’re like a blank slate!’


Lily silenced her with a look. ‘What do you mean by no home?’


‘He’s… thrown me out too,’ Freya admitted with a wince.


‘Jesus Christ, Freya! What a bastard. How can he do that? He made your failure all about him, which is pretty low in itself, but then to kick you out?’ Lily shook her head in disbelief. ‘Where will you go? You can stay with me for a few days – my housemate is away.’


‘Thanks, Lily. I was thinking about going home, but it turns out I have a fairy godmother.’ Freya did a little shimmy. ‘Lola has said I can go and stay with her, work in her café if needs be. You know she opened one in Cornwall.’


Fiona almost spat out her drink and shot a glance at Lily, who was staring at Freya like she was mad. Freya’s smile wavered.


‘Are you sure that’s wise? You know she doesn’t stay anywhere for long,’ Lily cautioned. She’d never approved of Lola’s bohemian lifestyle.


Freya counted to ten before replying. Lily was known for being the practical one, always planning and organizing, and Freya suspected she was slightly envious of the easy, spontaneous friendship she had with Lola. ‘I have to leave London,’ Freya said. ‘I can’t afford to stay here with no job and, come on, what skills do I have? If I go to Cornwall, I get a bit of a holiday and some space to think. There are too many memories here. Please, don’t judge me. You both have your five-year plans and your nice office jobs and I don’t even know what I’m doing in five minutes.’


‘It’s because we care about you,’ Lily said. ‘We don’t want to see you wasting your life making coffee.’


‘Not that there’s anything wrong with coffee,’ Fiona piped up. ‘And you make a really good cup, Frey.’


Freya shot her a grateful smile, determined not to let Lily burst her bubble. ‘Thanks, Fi. The alternative is that I move home, live with my parents and train to be a teacher, so excuse me if I pick a holiday.’


Lily mumbled something about running away, but Freya chose to ignore it. Fiona lifted her glass and excitedly pointed out, ‘There’ll be loads of fit surfer dudes down there. All long hair, buff, walking around in their board shorts.’ She fluttered her eyelashes and pulled a dreamy face.


Freya laughed. ‘I’ve just been dumped! I think surfer dudes might be off the menu.’


‘Best way to get over Matt is a rebound fling,’ Lily said.


Freya grimaced; she couldn’t think of anything she wanted less. ‘Right now, I need to discover me. I’m going to Cornwall to find myself, not love. I don’t think I can be trusted with love.’ She watched Fiona’s face fall. ‘But I’ll let you know if I see any fit surfer dudes.’ She glanced at both of her friends anxiously. ‘I still have to tell my parents, so it’d be nice if I at least had my friends’ blessing.’


Lily reached across and squeezed her hand. ‘Of course, you do. I’m just worried you’re stuck in a rut of working in bars and cafés. You have so much more to offer the world, and I don’t want you to still be in the same place come September.’


Freya squeezed her hand back. ‘Thank you.’


Fiona raised her glass and toasted, ‘To surfer dudes!’


Freya clinked her glass against her friends’. They might not fully agree with her scant life choices, but it was reassuring to know they were going to cheer from the sidelines.





Despite her, again, slightly fuzzy head the following morning, Freya set about getting the flat sorted, buoyed up by her new plans. She heaved the bin bags to the local charity shop and then went back to get rid of the accumulated, useless stuff; boxes of old make-up, tubes of dried -out paint and stiff brushes she no longer needed. Hoisting the bulging sacks into the communal bins was, to an extent, therapeutic. She packed all her wearable, non-paint-stained clothes into her suitcase, ready to leave for Cornwall the following morning.


Slowly, the surfaces began to empty of her stuff, her presence gradually wiped from the flat, leaving behind the clean lines Matt liked. Matt owned nothing in excess. Everything had a purpose: work suits, weekend jeans, gym wear. All of his books were on a Kindle and he’d long got rid of the DVD collection from their student days. Once Freya was gone, the transformation into a stark, masculine pad would be complete. Effectively, he was putting her out with the trash. The thought did not help Freya’s general low mood.


Freya’s phone had been beeping continually all day. Lily and Fiona had sent detailed plans for how they were going to do away with Matt. Lola had sent tempting photos of cupcakes and sea views. Freya swooned with anticipation, and glee flickered in her heart at the thought of being by the sea when Matt would be stuck in this poxy little flat all summer. When she put it like that, Freya started to feel like she might be getting the better end of the deal.


Less cheering were the four texts from her older sister, Olivia, asking how she was with increasing degrees of worry and nosiness. Freya sent a stalling replying to say she was busy and that she’d call when she had the chance. She didn’t want to go through the whole spiel – again – about how her life had collapsed. At least not yet. She was tired from a day of packing and needed an early night, not another lecture or smothering reassurance. Olivia replied with a reminder that she was having dinner at their parents’ the following night, which Freya knew was a massive hint to get in touch. She’d call her family when she was safely in Cornwall; that way they wouldn’t be able to stage a rescue mission quite as easily.





Freya’s alarm was set for the ungodly hour of half past five. The half-seven train had been the cheapest – probably, she reasoned, because no one else wanted to travel so early. She woke to a muted early-June morning, the sun struggling through the thin dawn clouds. Freya opened her eyes and listened to the birds singing outside her window; the knowledge that this was the final time she’d lie in this bed was overwhelming, and she had to stop herself mentally travelling back through all the mornings she and Matt had spent in bed drinking coffee and planning their joint future. As melancholy threatened to seep in, Freya threw back the covers and headed into the bathroom where the citrusy scent of her shower gel momentarily lifted her spirits. This is a new beginning; I am a clean slate, she told herself. It’s an adventure and adventures are meant to be exciting.


Freya dressed comfortably for the long journey: Converse, and her favourite pair of blue and white tie-dye trousers, which Matt had loathed. Pulling them on, she smiled smugly; from now on she wouldn’t have to worry about what Matt thought. She teamed it with a white vest top, a long caramel cardigan and a bright shawl Olivia had brought back from Marrakesh. Even if she didn’t quite feel it inside, the reflection in the mirror beamed back a carefree bohemian.


In the hall, her suitcase was waiting almost impatiently for their departure. Freya checked that all of her essentials were in her handbag, double-checked that all the drawers were empty and triple-checked that nothing she needed was hiding under the bed. One last whizz around the flat showed Freya that she’d successfully cleaned away any trace of her existence. How would Matt feel when he came home? Relieved or regretful? She supposed it no longer mattered.


Freya unlocked the front door, heaved her backpack on and hoisted the case over the threshold. The air still had its early-morning freshness which would burn off into an unbearable stickiness by lunchtime. Freya locked the door and posted the keys through the letter box, listening as they hit the mat. She stood there for a moment, expecting to feel something monumental, but instead she just felt a bit empty. It was surreal to know she would never return to the flat, but whatever strength she’d mustered to make herself pack up and physically move out prevented the expected tears from falling. Steeling herself, she grabbed her suitcase handle and, without a backward glance, marched towards the bus stop, head held high. Her only regret was that she didn’t have enough money for a taxi to Paddington.










Chapter Three


In her current mental state, Freya wasn’t sure whether a five-hour train journey, with no book, was a good thing. The subdued silence on the train was suffocating. Freya glanced around at the other passengers, clearly all on much happier journeys than her own. She ate her picnic earlier than she’d planned as a distraction, and then scrolled through her phone, which only reminded her of a happier past.


When she closed her eyes, she was unable to drift off, so Freya texted Matt to let him know she’d posted the keys through the letter box, but he only sent a frustrating ‘ok’ back. Their relationship reduced to two letters that were up to more interpretation than any other letters coupled together. Was that really all he had to say to her? Freya seethed, but it at least allowed her to spend the next twenty minutes composing, in her head, a suitable reply telling him where he could stick his ‘ok’.


With a cup of tea from the buffet cart and a plastic-wrapped blueberry muffin to nibble on, Freya gazed out of the window as the train pulled in and out of Bath and then continued down along the coast. There was nothing else for it: she would have to confront all of the things she’d been desperately pushing to the back of her mind. Maybe a pity party on the train would actually help her get it out of her system? She wasn’t quite ready to face her artistic dreams going down the drain, but she knew that ‘FAIL’ had cut deeper than the split with Matt, and that spoke volumes.


Matt, Matt, Matt… where on earth had it all gone wrong? At what point had he turned from her geeky graphic designer into a cut-throat corporate cliché who watched too many episodes of The Apprentice and hungered for more money? That wasn’t the Matt she’d met in the student union bar, who had wooed her with his quirky charms and by posting cartoons under her dorm door. Those little cartoons were now stashed in a box full of uni memories in her parents’ attic. She doubted she’d want to look at them for a long time.


Freya sighed and tried to conjure up the devastation she knew she should feel, but it didn’t come; there was just anger and resignation. Failing her degree had rather stolen the thunder from Matt dumping her.


She sank lower in her seat and bundled her shawl around her like a blanket, struggling to keep the tears back. Was her art really that bad? So bad she’d get dumped over it? Surely there was no way she’d deceived herself for this long about her ability, and anyway, she’d graduated from her undergraduate with first-class honours, which proved something. She’d had the pick of master’s degrees, but had she just chosen badly and basically thrown her savings down the drain?


Postgraduate study had been more daunting than undergraduate. She’d turned up early on her first day, brimming with excitement, a new sketchbook tucked under her arm, and had been met with stern faces and serious, non-artistic airs. She’d soon realized that her peers were desperate to outdo one another, one even going as far as taking a hammer to a sculpture in an act of brutal sabotage.


The one saviour from this artistic hell had been Lola, a woman more likely to be an artist’s muse than the artist. Their friendship had been formed over dirty martinis and a summer working at a shambolic cocktail bar in Islington. Lola had always provided sweet relief for Freya, and the momentary respite of those gossipy drinks had given her the boost she needed to continue her own work, in her own vein, and not care what anyone else thought.


Much good that had done her. She sighed inwardly as the train trundled through Devon. But at least Lola was an excellent provider of safe harbours.





‘Sorry, hon, caught up with something, I’m sending a taxi to meet you. Look out for a red Astra! Kettle is on! Xxx’ Freya’s phone tinkled as the message from Lola dropped in. Tucking it back in her pocket, she hoisted up her bag and trundled her case out of the tiny station. The pavement was damp from an earlier rain shower, and a red Astra was parked outside. The driver, flat cap pulled low over his bushy eyebrows, nodded at her and with his cigarette still in his mouth shoved her case into the boot. Freya climbed in the back and waited for him to finish his cigarette. The car smelled of musty wet dog and she wondered if it was an official taxi or just a local farmer Lola had bribed into doing her bidding.


‘Been to Cornwall before?’ he inquired, casting a glance in the rear-view mirror as he pulled out into the local roads.


‘No. No, I haven’t.’ Her voice was rusty after hours sitting in silence on the train. ‘I’m here to visit a friend.’


He nodded in a slightly disapproving way. ‘It’s always the same down here – people moving for the dream, squeezing all us natives out. Still,’ he justified, almost begrudgingly, ‘that Lola makes a pretty good scone, I’ll give her that.’


Not quite knowing the right way to respond, Freya nodded, then lapsed into silence as she watched Cornwall unfold around her. The narrow roads totally and utterly disorientated her. After about twenty minutes, by which time Freya had completely lost her bearings, they began to slowly wind down a long, steep road, past little whitewashed cottages perched on the hillside. Freya spied the sea through the windscreen and a rush of childlike excitement flashed through her. Olivia had always beaten her at the ‘who can spot the sea first’ game, so this felt like winning.


The driver expertly steered the car through the narrow streets and Freya was struck by how small the hamlet was.


‘Once, this was all just fishermen,’ the driver told her. ‘Now, well, it’s mainly just tourists, if they come. It’s a shame to see, but what can you do? The young ones don’t want to fish no more. All second homes and the like.’


This man had clearly never known the crush of the Tube at rush hour, or the angry elbows of the coffee queue first thing on a harried Monday. He was, Freya decided, probably all the better for it. Weariness washed over her and she wiped the memories of London from her mind. The city had always demanded more than Freya was ever able to give.


They pulled up by the harbour wall. Freya fumbled for her purse, but he stopped her. ‘Lola already paid, plus she gave me half a Victoria sponge for the trouble.’ He smiled for the first time, and Freya returned the smile gratefully. Lola winning over the locals with a bit of baking amused her; the woman had a knack for making people love her.


Freya pushed open the door and stepped out, dragging her bag behind her. The clean sea air and the silence, broken only by the whoosh of the waves and the caw of the gulls, settled around her. She stepped over to the harbour wall and took a deep breath. She’d forgotten the joy of quiet, it was slightly strange but welcome. Her suitcase landed with a thud on the pavement and, with a doff of his cap, the driver climbed back in the car and sped off the way they’d come, leaving Freya alone with a view with which she fell instantly in love.


The tide was out, leaving a small curved beach, clutched by headland on either side, scattered with a few small boats. Along the jetty to her right stood a slightly ramshackle pub, and behind her, the other side of the road was lined with tiny cottages painted in an array of ice cream shades. Pale green, baby pink, yellow and blue. Lola’s was the blue one, her pink Mini a bright contrast outside.


To Freya’s left were a few shops: a newsagent, which had a display of neon plastic buckets and spades stacked up outside; a fish and chip shop, currently closed; and then at the end, just before the road bent up towards the headland, was Lola’s little café, its new paint job fresh and hopeful for the summer ahead. The village was the smallest place Freya had ever been to, and as she stood there, allowing the sea breeze to ruffle her hair, she fancied she could feel dozens of pairs of eyes on her, wondering exactly what she would do next. Freya herself wished she knew.


‘Freya!’ She spun around to see Lola hurrying over, her red vintage curls perfectly in place despite the wind. ‘I’m so glad you’re here!’ Lola bundled Freya into a hug, pulling her close and squeezing her. Freya inhaled the sweet sugary scents of baking, but remained speechless, overcome with emotion. Lola stepped back and held Freya at arm’s length. ‘Oh, hon, don’t cry! He’s not worth crying about. Come and have some tea.’ True to her vintage vision, Lola believed a cup of tea fixed all evils – well, at least until it was socially acceptable to crack open the gin.


Lola seized Freya’s case and trundled it across the road towards her little cottage. The door was on the latch, so Freya followed her in and plonked her bag on the floor, rubbing her shoulders with relief.


‘Looks like you’re moving in!’ Lola remarked.


‘Oh, no, I didn’t know what to bring. Well, I sort of had to bring everything now I’m homeless.’ Was that the right word? It felt strange. After all, she had places she could go. Maybe displaced was more suitable.


Lola flicked away her answer. ‘You are welcome to stay as long as you like. I’m looking forward to having an extra pair of hands in the café, especially with summer coming. There’s a heatwave predicted.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘They predict a heatwave every year and it lasts, what? Three days? Come on, I’ll show you your room.’


Freya followed Lola up the narrow stairs and, wide-eyed, took in how Lola had transformed the basic cottage into her own little cosy hideaway. Fairy lights were twisted through the banisters and vintage travel prints hung on the wall. There was a small landing that led to two bedrooms and a tiny bathroom. Lola pushed open the door to the smaller bedroom at the back with a flourish. ‘Home sweet home! Go on, I’m not sure we’d both fit!’


‘Wow, it’s amazing!’ The walls were painted a pale cream and a shelf ready to be filled with books and trinkets ran along the wall above the bed. There was a glass jar of shells already on it, accompanied by several faded paperbacks and two sturdy cookbooks. The room was cosy; a handmade crochet throw was draped over the edge of the bed and fairy lights had been entwined through the metal bedhead. Freya flopped down onto the bed and sighed. ‘This is bliss after five hours on a train.’ She sat up and ran her hands over the patchwork bedspread, taking in the pile of pillows and cushions. ‘Matt would’ve hated all those. Said you only needed one cushion or pillow per person.’


Lola made a disparaging sound. ‘Well, thank God he’s not here to judge. I’ll go and make the tea.’


Tiredness washed over Freya and, knowing she’d drift off to sleep if she didn’t get up and move soon, she hauled herself off the bed and pushed open the window. The view looked towards the headland. Below her there was a small garden, less carefully tended than the house; an overgrown patch of grass and a few flowerpots. After years squashed into a London flat, any sort of outdoor space, no matter how scrubby, was a luxury. How lucky Lola was to have all this. Freya went to the bathroom, splashed water on her tired face and pulled her long dark hair up into a ponytail. It was wavy and she’d long given up straightening it, which she suspected was a good thing, what with the sea air. Satisfied she’d done all she could to refresh herself, she headed downstairs.


Lola was in the kitchen singing as the kettle boiled and gazing wistfully out the window. Freya’s friend was nothing short of immaculate. Always decked out in vintage attire, never a strand of pillar-box red hair out of place. Freya felt a rush of affection for her saviour. ‘Is there anything I can do?’ she asked.


Slightly startled, Lola whipped round and laughed. ‘I’ve lived alone way too long! Just take the cake into the front room and I’ll bring the tea.’


Freya almost drooled at the sight of the plump Victoria sponge oozing jam and cream. She carried it through to the front room, which, like the rest of the house, was bedecked in vintage glamour. A dark green wingback chair was positioned by the window, in perfect place to keep an eye on village comings and goings and stock up on gossip, which Lola loved. The television was hidden in a polished walnut cupboard, and the alcove next to the fire was full of books. Freya ran her eyes over the spines; they turned out to be autobiographies of the stars of the golden age of Hollywood. She placed the cake on the coffee table and collapsed onto the sofa, stretching out her legs and wiggling her toes. A half-finished crochet throw was stuffed into a basket in the corner, further proving there was no end to Lola’s talents.


‘So, tell me everything!’ Lola demanded as she entered with a heavily laden tea tray. ‘What on earth happened?’


Freya watched as Lola sliced generous portions of the cake and passed her a plate, complete with tiny cake fork.


‘I don’t know. It all came out of nowhere.’ She sat back. ‘I knew I’d struggled with my final piece, but I didn’t think it was that bad. I’m not even going to collect the work; they can burn it for all I care. All that money, and for what? Nothing. It makes me feel like Mum was right about art being a waste of time.’ Freya took a mouthful of cake. ‘Oh God, this is amazing. Are you winning Cornwall over one bake at a time?’


‘Hmm, something like that, but this isn’t about me!’ Lola got up from the chair and poured the tea. ‘I never felt like you really fitted in, Freya. I’m amazed you stuck it out to the end. Can you get a refund?’


‘Nope, but I can appeal or resubmit. But I’ve decided to do neither, wash my hands of them.’


‘I don’t blame you. You’re talented and talent, in my opinion, doesn’t need a certificate. You know that.’ Lola paused and fixed her gaze on Freya as she considered her next gambit. ‘I must confess, I never liked Matt. He was always a bit smug and self-righteous.’


‘Oh, now you tell me!’ Freya spluttered. ‘Actually, Lily and Fi said the same thing. How long have you all felt like this?’


Not one to mince her words, Lola said, ‘Since I first met him. Look, hon, it’s rubbish what’s happened, but did you really, really love him? Could you really see a life together? Marriage? Babies? Arguing about car insurance? Would you have wanted to be hanging off his arm while he schmoozed clients? You met at university,’ she surmised. ‘You’ve both changed. It’s just rubbish because you didn’t get in first.’


Freya digested this, shuddering slightly at the thought of a long-term future with Matt. ‘I thought we were happy. I thought it was just a rough patch. I feel like such an idiot.’


‘Don’t. You’ve been busy – you’ve been concentrating on your art – and he’s been focusing on his career. These things happen. You’re both at that age when it’s time to either commit or break free completely. You’re only twenty-seven – far too young to be saddled with someone like him.’


‘But I have no idea what I’ll do next!’ Freya pushed her lips together; she would not cry.


‘You just need to take it slowly. Baby steps. It will all be fine. You’re here and that’s all that matters. The key is to not think, to just be and see what comes along, trust the universe.’ Lola shrugged. ‘I never know what I’m going to do next, and look, here I am!’


Freya glanced around the room, brow furrowed. ‘What made you buy a café? I never got a chance to ask on the phone. I never thought I’d see you settled in one place.’


‘I had an inheritance from Grandmother Ruby. It just felt the right thing to do. I was getting tired of life on the road. Don’t get me wrong, I’m thankful for all the amazing opportunities it gave me, the people I met, but it was all a bit samey. Even a showgirl has to hang up her feathers at some point.’ Freya suspected she wasn’t getting the full story but Lola quickly deflected back to her. ‘But this is all about you. It doesn’t matter if you don’t know exactly what happens next – something will turn up. It’s always a blessing in disguise when relationships end. Trust me.’


Sensing that Lola would not be drawn out if she asked questions, Freya pocketed this revelation for later. There had to be more behind her itinerant friend’s decision to settle down in a postcard-perfect seaside village miles from anywhere. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I trust you, Lola, but I’m struggling to see the positives in this.’


‘You’re by the sea? Everyone wants to live by the sea!’ Lola said. ‘If you hadn’t come here where would you be?’


‘At my parents’, having teaching degrees shoved at me. Oh gosh, I’ve still not told them any of it!’ Freya covered her face with her hands and groaned.


‘Well, no time like the present. Give them a call. You have the safety of distance.’





Imbued with the calming effects of tea and cake, Freya took herself off to the privacy of her new bedroom, and practically hanging out the window to get some signal, video-called Olivia.


‘Hang on, Freya,’ her sister said. ‘I’ll just get Mum and Dad.’


Freya watched Olivia as she made her way from the living room into the kitchen, where their mum was busy stirring a pot. Once they’d located her dad and three expectant faces were looking back at her, Freya swallowed, steeling herself to begin. Her family, who had supported her through everything, gazed back at her expectantly, and while she was figuring out how to break the news to them, a seagull squawked as it flew past the window.


‘Are you by the sea?’ Olivia asked, eyes narrowing with suspicion.


‘Yes, I’m in Cornwall–Polcarrow. With Lola.’ Freya threw it all out there and waited while her family voiced their surprise, flinging how and why questions at her. Once they’d managed to calm down a bit, Freya smiled and filled them in. ‘Matt and I have split up. He asked me to leave and Lola needed someone to help her with the café over the summer, so that’s why I’m here. I guess we’re sort of helping each other out.’


‘Lucky you!’ her dad said, rubbing the beard he had started to grow since retiring from his financial job. Olivia had taken to calling him the oldest hipster in Bedford.


‘Lola has a café?’ was her mum’s shocked input.


Olivia just gave Freya a long look, which told her she knew there was more to the story. ‘What about your degree?’


Freya’s face fell. Her heart raced and, taking a deep breath to steady her tears, she confessed, ‘I failed.’ Telling her family was far harder than telling Lily, Fiona and Lola. As Freya sniffled through the whole story, part of her wished she was with them so they could give her a big hug. But the other part was glad she was far away so that she didn’t have to defend her artistic ability.


‘Oh, Freya, I wish we could give you a hug,’ her dad echoed her thoughts.


‘But is running away really the right thing to do? You should’ve come home. I bet there’s still some places on that teaching course…’ Her mum was cut short by Olivia nudging her in the arm.


Freya summoned up a weak smile. ‘I know you’re all worried, but I have to do this. Everything has been a hundred miles an hour lately and I need some time to just pause and figure out what I want.’ A sudden pang of loneliness hit her; she was missing her family, having not seen them since Easter. ‘Anyway, I’m fed up talking about me, what have you all been up to?’
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